Representing West African Culture: Achebe and Oyono Through Prism of Translation. by Cudjoe, Alfred B.
Representing West African Culture: 
Achebe and Oyono through the Prism of Translation
By
Alfred B Cudjoe
*  UNIVERSITY OKmSURREY
Submitted for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 
Department of English 
Faculty of Arts and Human Sciences 
University of Surrey, UK
June 2011 
© Alfred B Cudjoe
ProQuest Number: 27558157
All rights reserved
INFORMATION TO ALL USERS 
The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the copy submitted.
In the unlikely event that the author did not send a com p le te  manuscript 
and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if material had to be removed,
a note will indicate the deletion.
uest
ProQuest 27558157
Published by ProQuest LLO (2019). Copyright of the Dissertation is held by the Author.
All rights reserved.
This work is protected against unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States C ode
Microform Edition © ProQuest LLO.
ProQuest LLO.
789 East Eisenhower Parkway 
P.Q. Box 1346 
Ann Arbor, Ml 48106- 1346
Table of Contents
Acknowledgements  ............................   :.................... iv
Abstract...................................................        v
Chapter 1 Introduction  ..................................................................................       1
1.1 Emergence of Postcolonial African Literature  ......................   :........... 1
1.2 Telling “Africa’s Story”..........................       6
1.3 The Imperial Mission.......................................................................................................11
1.4 Under Western Hegemonic Control....................................................................   14
1.5 African Authors and Cultural Alienation...............................        17
1.6 Further Development of African Literary Culture........................     22
1.7 Nigeria’s Dominance............................................      24
1.8 Literature Review  ..........................................................  26
1.8.1 Introduction ........................................   26
1.8.2 Early Publications..................................................     26
1.8.3 The Novel................................................... .................................................... .......27
1.8.4 Literary Criticisms on West African Literature  ...............    28
1.8.5 The Translation of Postcolonial African Literature...............................................29
1.9 Research Questions................................       31
1.10 Methodology.........................................................................      32
1.11 Organisation........................   34
Chapter 2 Postcolonial African Literature....................................................................................39
2.1 Introduction..................  39
2.2 Defining Postcolonial African Literature  .............................       41
2.3 West Africa: Some Historical and Political Background  ............................... 44
2.4 The Selected Novels.............................................................................  48
2.5 Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart............................................................................... 51
2.6 Une vie de hoy by Ferdinand Oyono.................................     54
2.7 An Analysis of the West African Novel.............................   56
2.8 In Conclusion.......................................   67
Chapter 3 The Use of Language in Things Fall Apart ...................................................... 69
3.1 Introduction  ..................................................................................................   69
3.2 African Novel, European Genre....................................      72
i
3.3 Chinua Achebe’s Approach....................................................................       78
3.4 Mixture of Language Varieties .................................................      88
3.5 The Animal Stories .........................................................        91
3.6 Manipulation of the English Language.......................................................    96
3.7 In Conclusion.............................................................................  102
Chapter 4 The Use of Language in Une vie de hoy...................................................................104
4.1 Introduction.................................................................................................................... 104
4.2 The Language of Francophone Literature................................................................... 108
4.3 Oyono’s Une vie de hoy..................................................................   115
4.4 The Author’s Invisibility ...........................................................................      117
4.5 Plain Style...:...................................................................     124
4.6 In Conclusion...............................................................................       133
Chapter 5 Mediating the African Experience through Literature and its Translation into 
English and French................................................      135
5.1 Introduction  .......................................................    135
5.2 Figurative Language and Postcolonial West African Literature............................... 136
5.3 Language Use in Postcolonial West African Literature..............................   143
5.4 Figurative Language in Things Fall Apart................................................   145
5.5 Engaging with African Discourse in Une vie de hoy .......................................   148
5.6 The Translation of Figurative Language..................:................................................ 152
5.7 The Translation of Postcolonial Novels..............................................................     160
5.8 Postcolonial Texts: A Review of Some Translation Strategies..................................172
5.8.1 Selected African Francophone Texts and their Translation: An Analysis 172
5.8.2 Analysis of Postcolonial West African Texts in English and their Translation
into French......................................................................      177
5.9 Collocational Shift......................................................................    182
5.9.1 Names, References and Modes of Address.......................................... .............183
5.9.2 Kinship Terms............................................................ ......................................... 184
5.9.3 Violated Syntax .....................................     184
5.10 In Conclusion  ........................................................................................................... 185
Chapter 6 The Translation of Things Fall Apart and vie de hoy  ............................. 187
6.1 Introduction..........................   187
6.2 The Translation of Things Fall Apart and Une vie de hoy into French and English -
Evaluation of Decolonised Translation................     189
6.2.1 Proverbs, Adages and Traditional Sayings...........................................................189
ii
6.2.2 Untranslated Words or Interpolation of the Vernacular...................................... 201
6.2.3 The Translation of Code-Mixed Texts in Une vie de boy   .........................208
6.3 English Language Varieties in Things Fall Apart and their Translation into French 
210
6.4 Selected Passages from Une vie de boy and their Translation into English.............. 218
6.5 The Translation of Animal Stories in Things Fall Apart............ .......................   223
6.6 Names, References and Modes of Address...............       227
6.7 Translating Words and Expressions with Cultural Connotations..............................230
6.8 In Conclusion....................................   238
Chapter 7 Conclusions........................................ ........................... ................................... .......240
References............................................... ........................ .......................................................... 254
111
Acknowledgements
Mere words cannot fully express my gratitude to all those who directly or indirectly 
contributed towards the success of this research project. As the Ibo of Nigeria say, “A child 
cannot pay for its mother’s milk” (Achebe 1958: 117). I, however, hope Prof Peter I Barta 
and Prof Margaret Rogers will accept my humbly expressed thanks for the enormous effort 
they invested in an undertaking of this nature over the past four years. Their rich experience 
and supervision strategies helped me to overcome the many challenges I encountered and 
even made the entire project a pleasant undertaking. My sincere thanks also go to Prof 
Marion Wynne-Davies, head of the English Department, and other members of staff of the 
department including Jessica Guennewich and Nita Walker.
I would also like to thank in a special way Mrs Sylvia Leone, formally of the Centre for 
Translation Studies, for her unforgettable support and encouragement when I was pursuing 
the MA degree in her department and for encouraging me to embark on this PhD programme. 
Similar compliments go to her colleague Mrs Karen Short for her support over the years.
I am indebted to my dear children Akofa, Edem and Emmanuel for the sacrifices they have 
been called upon to make as a result of my long absence from home due to my commitment 
to this project. Thanks also to Mr Anthony Frimpong Banahene, a long time friend from our 
secondary school days, his family, and Madam Janet Akese (Mama Jane), a Christian sister, 
for taking care of my children during my sojourn abroad in pursuit of academic laurels. I am 
very grateful to them for adopting my family as theirs.
My thanks finally go to Richard Bale for proof-reading this thesis and for making useful 
suggestions. Dr Durga Aryal and Praveen Kumar for their technical support. Similarly I thank 
my colleagues including Claire Turner, Khadidja Merackhi, Maria de Montserrat Rodriguez 
Marquez and all other colleagues in the Department of English and Centre for Translation 
Studies for their support and encouragement, especially whenever the going becomes tough.
IV
Abstract
An important aspect of the struggle for independence by African countries in the late 1950s 
and early 1960s is the determination of emerging scholars at the time to assert the continent’s 
cultural emancipation. Thus while the various African countries fought to liberate the 
continent from many years of colonial domination by Western powers, scholars also sought 
to produce literary works that engaged with misconceptions and stereotyping about the 
people of Africa. This thesis discusses the emergence of postcolonial African literature and 
the debate on the appropriateness of the language used in its production. Of importance in 
this debate is the call by renowned writers and literary critics like Ngugi wa Thiong’o for the 
use of African languages in the production of African literature, including genres like the 
novel, especially because of the difficulty in expressing indigenous culture in European 
languages.
Accomplished writers and postcolonial African theorists like Chinua Achebe, on the other 
hand, are of the view that African scholars should not, in “rejecting the devil” in colonialism 
throw away the good with it. Colonial languages, they argue, are powerful linguistic tools 
which unite the many ethnic communities in former colonies. They, therefore, advocate the 
use of European languages in order to reach an international audience but in a way that will 
enable those languages convey the African experience. In using the metropolitan languages, 
African writers resort to innovative writing techniques to enable them to conveniently 
articulate their postcolonial African discourse. Two West African novels. Things Fall Apart 
by Chinua Achebe and Une vie de hoy by Ferdinand Oyono, as the selected texts for the 
research, have been analysed to engage with the assertion that African imagination is difficult 
to express in European languages.
The discussion also covers the role of translation in the representation of African culture. 
Given that postcolonial African literature is, in many cases, a product of literary ‘translation’ 
from oral culture resulting in the creation of a hybrid language, the translation of postcolonial 
literature between two European languages poses an interesting challenge. This involves the 
analysis of a number of postcolonial translation theories that are often used in the rendering 
of postcolonial African texts from English into French and vice versa. This is then applied to 
the selected texts and their translation in order to evaluate their success in expressing the 
African experience. The fact that the translators of the selected texts are non-Africans makes 
it possible for the African message and the way it is expressed to be reversed.
The concluding part of the thesis is, therefore, devoted to the evaluation of the translation of 
selected texts from English into French and vice versa with a view to assessing the extent to 
which they represent the original authors’ message. Conclusions made from this assessment 
have implications for approaches to the translation of postcolonial African literature in
V
European languages. As a contribution to postcolonial African literature and its translation, a 
number of recommendations have been made to serve as a guide to Europhone writers and 
translators of their works from one European language into another.
VI
Chapter 1
Introduction
1.1 Emergence of Postcolonial African Literature
The struggle for independence in Sub-Saharan Africa provides an essential background to the 
analysis of the region's postcolonial literature. Independence in this context refers to more 
than the withdrawal of colonial powers, mostly British, French and Portuguese, from the 
region. Postcolonial developments included the search to define indigenous African identity 
based on the fact that Africans also have a history and a culture of their own. This also meant 
that Africans had to overcome what Franz Fanon (1967: 83) refers to as the “dependency 
complex” of colonized peoples, by which black people accept inferiority as part of their 
colonial legacy. Fanon denounces the attitude of black people who, under the influence of the 
white colonizers, feel that their civilization is inferior to that of Europe, and accept everything 
African as backward and uncivilized. The same subject is discussed by Jacques Chevrier 
(2005) who observes that public opinion in Europe about Africa tends to be historically 
uninformed. He then recalls that a way of thinking came about in the Middle Ages, and 
owing to general ignorance about the continent, a largely negative image was created of 
Black people. This ignorance and the prevailing European perception that Christianity was 
superior to other religions led to the stereotyping of Africa’s indigenous population and to 
associating black skin colour with sin, temptation and the devil in general (Chevrier 2005: 
69).
For his part, Bernal (1987) asserts that before 500 BCE there was no evidence that Asians or
Europeans disliked Africans for their skin colour or physiognomy. Rather Egyptians and
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Ethiopians at the time were hardworking people whose cultural and moral achievements 
coupled with their physical appearance were generally admired. The colour black, according 
to Bernal, was associated with fertility, life and immortality, especially in Egypt. He adds that 
in early Greece, black was associated with bravery and manliness while the colour white was 
that of effeminacy and lily-livered cowardice. The predominant association of blackness with 
evil, Bernal adds, only began in Greece in the fifth century BCE. With time, therefore, (see 
Drake 1990: 4-5) black had become the colour and complexion of evil and white that of 
purity and goodness.
Historical records also indicate that the stereotyping of Africans by European colonizers is 
unfair. Basil Davidson, a renowned historian, states in The Story o f  Africa that “[mjankind 
was bom in Africa, some two million years ago" (1984: 11). He states further that it was in 
Africa that the earliest types of man, the Homo genus, evolved and, through the ages, became 
our ancestors. Writing about the early civilization that started in Egypt, Davidson adds that 
Herodotus, a most enquiring Greek historian, called Egypt “the gift of the Nile” (1984: 21). 
This is because, Davidson explains, along the Nile, Egyptians, described as being African in 
origin, had fashioned the highest civilization anywhere, and this civilization, for the Greeks, 
belonged to the continent of Africa. Around 500 BCE (or BC), the Sicilian Greek historian 
Diodoms expressed the specialist views of his time about Egypt, a land that had been under 
the mle of the Ptolemies, kings of Greek origin. According to him, not only did black peoples 
belong to the human race, but they “were the first of all men, and the proofs of this statement, 
historians agree, are manifest” (1984: 22). He also wrote that Egyptians were once under the 
mle of Ethiopians, “the people of African interior”, in other words people found in the heart 
of Africa. As a result “most part of Egyptian customs are Ethiopian” (ibid.). European
attitudes, however, later lifted the history of the Pharaohs entirely out of Africa’s and 
incorporated it into Judean-Christianity or assigned it to mysterious isolation.
In Bernal’s three volume hook, .Black Athena (1987), he argues that black Afiicans were 
responsible for the great civilizations of Egypt and Greece^ and that classical civilization has 
deep roots in Afroasiatic civilization. However, Bernal adds, these Aftoasiatic influences 
have been systematically ignored, denied, or suppressed since the eighteenth century, mostly 
for racist reasons. Bernal’s book attracted favourable comments from many scholars, 
especially proponents of Aftocentrism like Cheikh Anta Diop of Senegal, who also asserted 
the Greeks’ African heritage. Diop’s own book. The Origin o f Civilization: Myth or Reality 
(1974), also treats this subject in great detail. On the other hand, the claims do not go down 
well with some Western scholars. In particular, Mary Lefkowitz, a Wellesley classics 
professor, in her book. Not Out o f Africa (1996), attacks some of the basic claims made by 
Bemal. One of her arguments to counter the claims in Bernal’s book and similar publications 
is that those who claim Greeks have an African origin base their facts on a single dubious 
source and that Egyptians never considered themselves black Africans. Egyptians, according 
to Lefkowitz, in fact, consciously disassociated themselves from blacks.
Davidson, meanwhile, gives an account of how the people of West Africa achieved excellent 
progress on their own before the arrival of the colonizer. He recounts how the people of 
Africa in the past showed signs of steady development. He argues that journeying through 
West Africa at the time, one could have seen "[njumerous stone tools found scattered in the 
region testifying to a successful and enduring Stone Age population" (Davidson 1984: 73).
 ^It is to be noted however that this subject sometimes degenerates into racially induced emotional debates, 
usually between proponents o f Aftocentrism and Eurocentrism, especially on the origin o f civilization.
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Another testimony to a comparatively high level of development of the people, he adds, is 
that there had been major cultural changes thanks to the development of farming and the 
acquisition of metal-working technology. The technology was based principally on the use of 
iron, which supplemented stone as the material of everyday tools. The Empire of Benin was ' 
also said to be very popular in the region at the time with travellers from Europe, according to 
Davidson's account. It covered the greater part of present day Nigeria and the Republic of 
Benin (formerly known as Dahomey) and had great influence over the surrounding areas. The 
Davidson’s historical account adds that Europe first heard about Benin in some detail from a 
Dutch merchant, Dierick Ruiters, who went there towards the beginning of the seventeenth 
century. On his return, the Dutchman reported that "Benin was a 'very big' city, for it had a 
street 'seven or eight times broader than our own Warmoes Street in Amsterdam'. Houses 
were in good order 'as houses were in Holland'. There was a king with palace, courtyards, 
horses, [...] just as was in Europe" (Davidson 1984: 77).
Africa’s civilization before the arrival of European explorers could also be felt in literacy, as 
recorded by scholars. According to Gerard (2007), writing skills were not introduced to Sub- 
Saharan Africa for the first time as a result of Western colonization. According to historical 
records, "a substantial amount of poetry had been written in the Islamised areas of Black 
Africa, using the Arabic script and language, or transliterating vernacular languages in the 
Arabic script" (2007: 16). It is also a historical fact, Gerard recounts, that when the Ethiopian 
Christian Church was founded in the fourth century CE (or AD), the local Ge'ez dialect was 
used in the translation of the Bible. The Moroccan traveller Ibn Batuta also reveals that he 
found Somali writing when he “discovered” that country in the fourteenth century, only to be 
destroyed around the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries by the Portuguese when they took 
control of the Indian Ocean. Furthermore, Gerard’s historical account recalls the gradual
process that enabled the West African sub-region to gradually acquire literacy in the 
vernacular, a development that later inspired some African writers to produce their works in 
their indigenous languages. At first the conquest of the Ghana Empire in the late eleventh 
century led to the Islamization of the greater part of the region. As a result, the Arabic 
language was instrumental in making Timbuctu a renowned centre of Islamic learning in the 
fourteenth, fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, in particular, in such areas as religion, ethics, 
law, medicine, astrology, logic and grammar. Towards the beginning of the seventeenth 
century, the influence of the Islamic religion and Arabic as a medium of education, started 
waning in favour of indigenous languages and cultures. This enabled local leaders to 
encourage writing in several vernacular languages in the eighteenth century, especially in 
Fulani in Guinea and Sokoto in Nigeria. In addition, Hausa, which is widely spoken in West 
Afi-ica, also started gaining popularity as a written language. In the case of European 
languages, their use for the first time could be traced to the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries 
when the Portuguese set foot on the soil of Congo (Gerard: 1993: 16).
Oral tradition is another area of development in Africa through which ancient forms of 
consciousness and knowledge have been preserved over the years. According to Chevrier 
(2005), because of the absence of books, each time an elderly person dies in Africa, it is a 
whole library that dies, leading to the loss of substantial knowledge. Chevrier also recounts 
how, in order not to lose this reservoir, efforts are being made to tap and preserve it. 
UNESCO has, in fact, sponsored researchers representing various disciplines to gather and 
store this knowledge. It is an exercise, according to Chevrier, that also aims to delve into 
Africa’s past through the preserved memory of the continent’s people to bring improvement 
in the foundation for a comprehensive and informed history of civilization in Africa. Africans 
are said to be encouraged to play a leading role in the project since it is they, rather than
Europeans, who possess first-hand experience of how their often complex, societies function. 
Writing on the same subject. Miller (1990) observes that all the disciplines of the humanities 
were being decolonized in such a way that it would become both possible and imperative for 
readers to replace Eurocentrism with Afrocentrism, a reference to the promotion of African or 
Black culture, philosophy and history at the expense of European ones. Ele then cites as an 
example “the publication of UNESCO’s multivolume history of Africa [that] has made it 
possible to see history written from the point of view of the colonized and to end the 
monopoly of history told from the European perspective...” (Millerl990: 3).
1.2 Telling "Africa's Story”
It is an incontrovertible fact that European colonialism has had a devastating impact on social 
development for the peoples of Africa since the beginning of the fifteenth century. In addition 
to physical abuse and oppression, the destructive process referred to as “cultural 
colonization” (Leitch et al 2001: 25), has been equally devastating. Education in the master 
languages of colonizing metropolitan powers has been used as a medium through which 
colonies have been subjected to Western Eurocentric epistemology. As a result, the 
challenging task of retracing the pre-colonial remains of cultural memories became part of 
the struggle for true independence. Hallett (1974) describes Africa as a continent Under alien 
hegemony and a place where nationalists inevitably looked to the future, to the ‘dawn of 
freedom’, to ‘self-government’ or ‘independence’. At the same time, some nationalist 
thinkers could also “look to the past, affirming the peculiar virtues and values of their own 
society as revealed in its institutions and its historical traditions and thus constructing the 
intellectual foundations for their claim to the right to manage their own affairs” (Hallett 1974: 
346-347). Of course it was the most inquisitive minds that actually probed into the past of 
their communities. This explains why, according to Hallett, a generation of West African 
poets like David Diop and Leopold Sedar Senghor of Senegal emerged after World War II.
Hallett also talks about the emergence of a group of West African historians earlier, in 1889. 
They included C. C. Reindorf, a clergyman of mixed Ghanaian and Danish ancestry who 
published the History o f the Gold Coast and Asante and, later, Samuel Johnson, a Yoruba 
(Nigerian) who completed the History o f the Yorubas. These historians, while showing 
appreciation for earlier works by European scholars, were nonetheless concerned with 
reviving the past of their people. Their gesture therefore aimed at permanently creating a 
sense of “pride” and for their achievements to serve as a foundation for a new African 
nationalism.
With regard to literary production, a historical survey by Michelman (1976) shows that the 
modem West African novel saw its debut in 1911. His account adds that West African 
writing in English and French dominated Sub-Saharan Africa because of the early 
introduction in that part of the continent of a modem type of education modelled on the 
Westem pattem. Another reason for West Africa's dominance in literary works is that it was a 
relatively stable region on the continent. For his part, Griffiths (2000: 25-27) attributes the 
early development of intellectual life in West Africa to the founding of modem nations like 
Sierra Leone and Liberia from the early nineteenth century to the early twentieth century. 
Owing to strong intervention by European cultures into West Africa during the period, 
writers and intellectuals emerged who provided inspiration and served as a model for the 
nationalist movements across the entire African continent. Griffiths' accounts add that Sierra 
Leone and Liberia became homes for freed slaves from England and America respectively 
after the abolition of the slave trade. The repatriation of the freed slaves, although opposed by 
some black community leaders, became a necessity because it was believed that racist 
policies in America would not allow blacks to be socially integrated into that society. These
freed slaves were among the early African intellectuals who used European genres to produce 
early African literary works.
Michelman also states that, although African literature in English and French is primarily a 
post-World War II phenomenon, a certain literary culture characterized the region’s 
development in those early times. During the period, Christian missionaries mostly in English 
colonies promoted grammars of local languages and the translation of religious texts. Notable 
writers at the time were Phillis Wheatley (1753-1784), a slave brought to America from 
Senegal who became a renowned poet, and L'Islet Geoffroy (named correspondent of the 
academy of sciences, USA, in 1786) who was said to be the first person of African descent to 
publish in French. A Senegalese of African and European parentage, Leopold Panet (1819- 
1859), also wrote an account of a mission he had undertaken across the Sahara for the French 
government. Those who championed literary culture among the English colonies included 
James Africanus Horton (1835-1883) of Sierra Leone and Edward Blyden (1832-1912) of 
Liberia who produced significant publications at the time. Extracts from Horton’s political, 
educational and scientific writings were published in 1969 under the heading Africanus 
Horton: The Dawn o f Nationalism in Modern Africa. In his writings, Blyden sought to prove 
that Africans have a history and culture and rejected the notion of the inferiority of Black 
people. Blyden believed that each major race had an important contribution to make to world 
civilization. Some of his works published in the form of pamphlets and books include A 
Voice from Bleeding Africa (1856), The Negro in Ancient History (1869), West Africa before 
Europe (1905), ecad Africa Life and Customs (1908).
As indicated earlier, the first West African novel was published in 1911 .The book whose 
publication marked that debut is Ethiopia Unbound: Studies in Race Emancipation by J. E. 
Casely-Hayford of Ghana. As a work intended to be fiction, it deals with the promotion of 
African culture and the dangers of westernization but lacks the narrative structure that a novel 
requires. In spite of that handicap, it nevertheless was still a good starting point for the 
African novel. In 1932 another publication came out in the region that could be more 
appropriately described as a novel. It was Love in Ebony, a classic love story by Charles 
Edward Cooper (pseudonym: Varfelli Karlee), a Liberian whose grandfather was among the 
first African freed slaves to settle in Liberia in 1922. Other publications, by Ghanaians, that 
came out before the country’s independence were R. E. Obeng's Eighteenpence (1943) and 
Emelia's Promise and Fulfilment (1944) by Benibengor Blay. Novels took a long time to get 
published in Nigeria, the largest and most populated country in West Africa. The publication 
of Cyprian Ekwensi’s When Love Whispers in the 1940s, followed by People o f  the City 
(1954), the first major novel by a Nigerian, marked the beginning of literary history in that 
country.
The year 1920 was the starting point for the novel written in French in Francophone Africa 
with the publishing of Ahmadou Mapaté Diagne's Trois Volontés de Malic by Larousse in 
Paris (Michelman 1976: 33). Diagne's novel, however, controversially showered praises on 
the “civilizing”  ^ influence of France while denouncing some customs and practices of his 
people, labelling them as “evil”. In 1921, René Maran (1887-1930) was awarded the 
Concourt Prize. Maran, one of “the earliest recognized literary writers” (Miller 1990: 17), 
was a Martinique bom Guyanais educated in Bordeaux, France. He, however, wrote Batouala 
which won him the Prix Concourt during his 13 year stay in Gabon. His novel was followed
 ^Literary themes at the time were mostly on the denunciation of French imperialism in Africa.
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by two other literary works, Le Réprouvé hy Massyla Diop, published in 1925, and Force- 
Bonté (Paris: F. Rieder, 1926) by Bakary Diallo of Senegal. The Senegalese dominance of the 
Francophone West African literary scene was interrupted with the publication of the Togolese 
Felix Couchoro’s (1929) in Paris.
The fact that early publications were in praise of the French colonial administration could be 
attributed to the French system of assimilation and its attendant strict imposition of the 
exclusive use of French in colonial schools. It was a policy that led to the creation of a small 
elite of French speakers among the indigenous population and as a result, these early writers 
counted more on France rather than Africa for their audience. The situation created by that 
assimilation policy was significantly different from what pertained in Ghana and Nigeria 
where publications targeted a far larger local reading public. In a further analysis of the 
literary environment in Francophone West Africa, Miller (1990) explained that those early 
Francophone writers found themselves indebted to the French colonial system for their 
livelihood, education and, of course, the French language.
The 1930s saw the formation of the Négritude movement by French-speaking Black 
intellectuals as an important and comprehensive reaction to the colonial situation. 
“Negritude” is a term which was originally coined by Aimé Césaire, according to Irele 
(2007), and used for the first time in his poem Cahier d'un retour au pays natal (Return to 
My Native Land^). It is the recognition of the fact of being black, its acceptance, the destiny 
of black people, their history and their culture. As a literary and ideological movement of 
black Francophone intellectuals, the term is a comprehensive reaction of black people to the 
colonial situation and used in a general sense to denote the black world and its history in
 ^All translations o f titles are those of the published versions unless otherwise stated
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opposition to the West. However, apart from West Indian poets like Césaire and Damas who 
gave the movement a radical image. Black intellectuals involved in it decided to give 
Negritude a new definition; this refers to “the writings of the French-speaking Black 
intellectuals in their affirmation of a Black personality, and to designate the complex of ideas 
associated with their effort to define a new set of references for the collective experience and 
awareness of Black people” (Irele 2007: 204). Explaining this change on the part of Black 
intellectuals. Miller (1990) adds that Francophone literature was founded by a class of 
Africans who were deeply involved in the colonial system and that the birthplace of that 
literature is Paris and not any African capital.
1.3 The Imperial Mission
It is necessary at this stage to discuss the European mission to Africa in the context which 
relates to literary production. The term “imperialism” by which one group or people aspire to 
dominate others (Hallet 1974: 730), explains the mission of Europeans in Africa and this is 
important in the understanding of postcolonial literature. Motives behind the European 
mission are not different from historical examples cited by Hallet, such as the caliphate of 
Sokoto (Fulani imperialism), the policies of Mohammed Ali and his successors (Turco- 
Egyptian imperialism) and Emperor Menelik's rule (Ethiopian imperialism). The 
conventional usage of the term has, however, been limited to the justification of the 
expansion of European hegemony over many of the non-European people of the world. 
Related to the concept of imperialism is the fact that a profound sense of racial superiority 
tended to be common among white colonizing powers like Britain, France, Germany, 
Portugal, Italy and Russia. This, therefore, helps to clearly distinguish between modem 
Westem empire and those of the classical period, the Roman Empire for example.
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Hallet further asserts that with the European nations clearly achieving a massive 
technological superiority over other cultures in the course of the nineteenth century, they had 
come to accept a system of classification of peoples of the world, laying special, emphasis on 
pigmentation. Races (distinguished by skin colour) were arranged in order of superiority with 
the ‘white race’ occupying the top rung of the ladder of human progress and the ‘black race’ 
(mostly Africans) near the bottom. As a result of this distinction or classification, Europeans 
were now equipped with assurance and total conviction of the rightness of their way of doing 
things and that sense of rightness and confidence contributed greatly to their success. It was 
also in their interest as a ‘superior race’ to preserve their ‘purity’. These ideas of racial 
distinctiveness were what the Afrikaners of South Afirica carried further, leading to the 
development of the policy of apartheid in 1948. Europeans, therefore, agreed that white 
people were superior to black people or brown people and so only white people should be 
employed in posts of responsibility. The policy had influence on colonial systems of 
government until the end of World War II. Another aspect of the concept of imperialism, 
according to Hallet, was the belief that Europeans were the agents of a ‘civilizing mission’ in 
a ‘barbaric’ land. Hence, African cultures had to be transformed to develop into replicas of 
European models. Africans should be educated to accept the religion, the political 
institutions, the dress, the language, the technical skills of Europe but they should not be 
regarded as equals to Europeans since that would undermine the notions of ‘racial’ 
superiority (Hallet 1974: 731-32).
On the subject of racial superiority. Gamer (2007) discusses how “whiteness” has been 
created to serve as a system of privilege. Gamer defines whiteness as “hegemonic beliefs and 
practices that designate white people as ‘normal’ and racially ‘unmarked’” (2007: 5). In other 
words, white people usually portray themselves as raceless individuals who are free from the
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type of collective identifications that they see other people as having. The distinction made 
between white/individual and non-white/communal has now become a way of understanding 
the world since enlightened thinkers placed the rational European individual at the top of the 
hierarchy. Basing his analysis on the observation: “one fantasy of whiteness is that the 
threatening Other is a terrorist” (Hooks 1992: 174), Gamer demonstrates how being or not 
being white can be a matter of life and death. An example of this. Gamer says, is how Jean- 
Charles de Menezes, a Brazilian electrician, was chased by armed British police on 22 July 
2005, shot several times in an underground train at Stockwell station. South London. 
Innocent de Menezes was mistaken for a terrorist because he had a pale brown complexion 
and dark short curly hair. Gamer argues that, had de Menezes been blue-eyed and blond, it 
would have been difficult to mistake him for a terrorist. Whiteness therefore. Gamer adds, 
goes with unchecked and untrammelled authority which gives power to invent and change the 
mles and transgress them with impunity, “the power to define the ‘Other’, and to kill him or 
her with impunity” (Gamer 2007: 14). Gamer further reveals a practice which explains why 
pattems of racialised residential segregation are observable in cities across the USA. It is in 
the area of the granting of loans for the acquisition of real estate properties. Quoting a study 
by the Institute on Race and Poverty on housing in Long Island, New York, Gamer (2007: 
16) asserts that in 2000, Latinos in Nassau-Suffolk (a county in Long Island) earning more 
than $91,800 were more likely to be tumed down for conventional home loans than were 
Whites earning less than $38,250.
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Said (1995)\ a pioneer postcolonial theorist, for his part discusses the West’s so-called 
civilizing mission in his book Orientalism. Describing how the Orient is seen through the eye 
of the West, he refers to how Arthur James Balfour, former member of parliament, secretary 
to Lord Salisbury, Chief Secretary for Ireland, giving a lecture in the House of Commons on 
June 13, 1910, defended Britain's decision to rule Egypt from 1882. He said because Egypt, 
and for that matter the East (the Orient), did not know democratic rule, it was proper for the 
British to introduce it there. According to Arthur James Balfour, colonial rule had brought the 
Orient out of "the wretchedness of their decline and tumed them into rehabilitated residents 
of productive colonies” (Said 1995: 35). Said then defines the hegemony of the West as the 
agenda to dominate the Orient and present it as inferior because there is a white middle-class 
which believes that it is their human prerogative not only to manage the non-white world but 
also to own it “just because by definition ‘it’ is not quite as human as ‘we’ are: There is no 
purer example than this of dehumanized thought” (1995: 108). Said uses this background to 
explain in Orientalism how European and U.S. literary and cultural representations, academic 
disciplines and public perceptions fostered biases against non-Westem peoples, casting them 
as Oriental others.
1.4 Under Western Hegemonic Control
In a world dominated by Westem hegemony and imperialism, the colonial metropolis 
certainly did not help African authors in their determination to tell their own story. The 
African story, as used in this thesis, refers to an attempt by sophisticated, empowered African
 ^ Said defines Orientalism as “a way of coming to terms with the Orient that is based on the Orient’s special 
place in European Westem experience” (Said 1995: 1). He further explains that “Oriental” as had been 
employed by Chaucer, Mandeville, Shakespeare, Dryden and other European writers designated Asia or the 
East, geographically, morally, culturally. This is why one could speak in Europe o f an Oriental personality, an 
Oriental atmosphere, an Oriental tale. Oriental disposition, or an Oriental mode o f production, and be 
understood. Issues discussed under Orientalism are, however, according to Said, applicable to Africa as well 
because the European colonial empire affected Asia and Africa more than any other continent (1995: 41).
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writers to capture and articulate the cultural memory and experience of Sub-Saharan Africa. 
Reference is being made here to a situation where some westem countries, mostly Britain and 
France, even after granting their colonies independence, still acted as dominant powers 
(Ashcroft et al 1989). Aided by economic might, the power of their media and the influence 
of the English and French languages, they monopolized cultural production in much of the 
postcolonial world. In the specific case of English, for example, the problem was in the 
acceptance of that language as the universal tool of education. The imperial educational 
system imposed a 'standard' version as the norm while labelling all other 'variants' of English 
and French as marginal, inferior or substandard. The colonial administration refused to realise 
that there were several regional versions of the language which could not or did not need to 
adhere strictly to the powerful ‘centre’. That had been the case since the beginning of the 
twentieth century to the time of independence.
The difficulty with adherence to a strict ‘standard’ English during the colonial period was that 
its use by non-native speakers created a displacement that led to social alienation. 
Unfortunately, the powerful centre either did not realize or ignored this fact. It is a situation 
in which a writer in West Africa found it difficult to describe his or her environment 
adequately and was unable to find the right vocabulary to describe appropriately fauna, 
physical and geographical conditions, and, especially, cultural practices that are unique to 
that region (Ashcroft et al 1989: 10). Within the domain of literary production, these
difficulties were further compounded by the fact that the imperial ruling class was the only 
institution with the means to control the writing, printing and distribution of all forms of 
literature. At the same time European theory could not “deal adequately with the complexities 
and varied cultural provenance of post-colonial writing” (Ashcroft et al 1989: 11). This 
situation elicited a postcolonial African development of the English language to make it “bear
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the burden" of their local experience (Achebe 1975: 61). Thus, Okpewho (2007) maintains 
that the task that confronted Africans after independence was not only to examine and 
overhaul the institutions of government, but also the image of their culture that had for a long 
time been represented and circulated by outsiders. Such an exercise, he argues, would 
“demonstrate that Africa has had, since time immemorial, traditions that should be respected 
and a culture to be proud o f ’ (Okpewho 2007: 83).
African writers therefore resolved to tell their story in their own way. Even though English 
rather than an indigenous African language is being used in the process, the writer "should 
aim at fashioning out an English which is at once universal and able to carry his peculiar 
experience" (Achebe 1975: 61). Achebe explains that African writers who fail to write in 
English, a major international language, should not complain when others, deliberately or 
unintentionally, distort their history. He therefore suggests that it is the duty of Africans to 
portray the true image of their region and not to leave a void only to be filled by non-African 
writers. Achebe’s concern is due to the fact that during his undergraduate days he read some 
“appalling novels about Africa”, including Joyce Cary’s Mister Johnson “and decided that 
the story we had to tell could not be told for us by anyone else no matter how gifted or well- 
intentioned” (1975: 70). He also generated controversy by naming Joseph Conrad (author of 
Heart o f Darkness), as a typical example of a non-African writer and "a thoroughgoing 
racist" (Leitch et al 2001:1789), whose modernist, framed narrative is easily glossed over in 
criticisms of his work, especially because white racism against Africa has become a normal 
way of thinking. Critics who disagree with Achebe on this issue see him as trying to “impose 
moralistic and political standards on classic works of literature” (Leitch et al 2001: 1782) 
and, while postcolonial theorists and their supporters do not expect a literary canon to carry 
racist, sexist and other negative values, no traditionalist critic, it is argued, would advocate
racism. Also, Achebe is said to have confused the discourse of a consciously constructed 
character. Mallow, with that of the author. This is, however, the beginning of a complex 
debate, as will be seen in the research question (towards the end of this chapter), not only 
about the suitability of European languages for postcolonial African literary production but 
also the ability of non-Africans to represent the African experience.
1.5 African Authors and Cultural Alienation
The people of Sub-Saharan Africa, having been subjected to acculturation through European 
colonization, have suffered extensive "cultural loss" (see Scollon 2001: 163), to the extent 
that post-colonial African authors themselves are unavoidably victimized. In the case of 
Achebe, for example, African cultural development was disrupted within his family from the 
time his grandfather welcomed the first missionaries to Ogidi, his village. Later, his own 
father became a church teacher. Not surprisingly, Achebe was baptized at birth and named 
Albert as a "tribute to Victorian England" (Achebe 1975: 67). He was therefore christened 
Albert Chinualumogu (shortened as Chinua) and, although Achebe later denounced his 
Christian background symbolized in his dropping of the name Albert, the complexity of the 
problem remains, as summarized by Sullivan (1991: 102) as follows:
A chebe is h im self a construct o f  colonial power, a m issionary education, a Christian fam ily, 
and a grandfather who w elcom ed the earliest missionaries to Ogidi. In writing the tribe’s 
story, he denies the traditional mode o f  tribal communication and chooses instead an alien 
W estem  form, the novel, w hose discourse is necessarily linked to W estem  power, W estem  
form, and W estem  images.
Under the circumstances, issues that have been raised in Spivak’s argument that the subaltern 
cannot speak (Spivak 1999, see Chapter Three) in no small way serve as a challenge to post­
colonial African writers and we are left with no other alternative but to wonder to what extent
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they themselves qualify to tell the African story faithfully. This is because, as a result of their 
immersion in western education and the accompanying lifestyle, they may have lost the 
ability to speak for the uneducated African or the so-called underprivileged. Without that 
education, which has no viable alternative, they would have no “voice”. Their newly acquired 
education places them in the Western world, which is alien to the very people they say they 
represent. Thus “epistemic violence^” has been unleashed through the “cultural colonization” 
(Spivak 1999) referred to in Spivak’s argument that encompasses all educated people who 
possess the skills for producing high culture.
The way Western education has alienated African scholars from their indigenous countrymen 
and women is a theme developed by Achebe in one of his novels set in Nigeria, A Man o f the 
People. One of the illiterate characters in that novel does not see the difference between the 
corrupt Nigerian politician who robs ordinary citizens on the one hand and the young 
university graduate who elects himself or herself as critic on the other hand. She places them 
in the same category and declares: “They are both the white man’s people. And they know 
what is what between them. What do we know?" (Achebe 1966: 106). It is a question which, 
albeit very short, is pregnant with meaning. It is, however, another reminder to West African 
intellectuals that they alone are connected with sophisticated Western European discourse. As 
for the non-educated majority, they remain excluded and alienated.
An African writer who, like Achebe, is on a mission to redeem the image of Africa through 
literary representation is Ngugi wa Thiong’o. Ngugi and Achebe started their careers by 
addressing an international audience, publishing their works in English, with the aim of
 ^ Spivak (see Leitch 2001: 2197) uses the term ‘epistemic violence’ to refer to the forcible replacement o f one 
structure of believes with another. In this context, through colonialism, African traditional believes and systems 
were forcibly replaced by those of the colonial masters.
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telling the true story of their people so as to restore national dignity and pride. Ngugi then 
published three novels, namely Weep Not Child (1964), The River Between (1965), and A 
Grain o f Wheat (1967). Later, as Achebe did, Ngugi changed his name from James Ngugi to 
Ngugi wa Thiong'o and, unlike Achebe, began to question the use of English in his literary 
works, declaring that he had reached a crisis point where he wondered if it was worth writing 
in English for his (Ngugi’s) intended audience. He then came to the decision, after his last 
English novel Petals o f Blood (1977), to write in his native Gikuyu language with the 
admission that he had set himself a difficult task of writing in a language in which no modem 
novel had been produced. He, however, saw it as a challenge to himself and a way of 
affirming his "faith in the possibilities of the languages of all the different Kenyan 
nationalities, languages whose development as vehicles for the Kenyan people's anti­
imperialist struggles had been actively suppressed by the British Colonial regime (1895- 
1963) and by the neo-colonial regime of Kenyatta and his comprador KANU cohorts" (Ngugi 
1984:8). In a way, Ngugi’s mission is not different from that of Dante Alighieri, the great 
Italian poet of the Middle Ages whose poetry marks him as a pioneer theorist of European 
vernacular literature. Dante’s defence of his own vernacular, Italian, as an appropriate vehicle 
for poetry has been described as innovative and leading to an on-going debate taken-up “by 
Joachim du Bellay in sixteenth-century France, John Dryden in seventeenth-century England, 
and Ngugi wa Thiong’o in twentieth-century Kenya” (Leitch et al 2001 :247).
Achebe’s position on this contradictory situation is different. In his opinion, colonialism has 
established itself in Africa partly because Africans themselves created the atmosphere for it. 
He has been quoted (in Egejum 1980: 125) as explaining that his own Ibo society had internal 
conflicts that white invaders exploited. When asked who he blames for the destruction of Ibo 
society, he says:
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The com ing o f  the m issionaries is very com plex, and I cannot sim ply assign blame to 
this or that man. The society itse lf was heading towards destruction... [But] Europe has 
a lot o f  b lam e... There were internal problems that made it possible for the Europeans to 
com e in. Som ebody showed them the way. A  conflict between tw o brothers enables a 
stranger to reap their harvest.
Some critics also attribute Achebe’s duality in assigning historical guilt to his "own dual 
African and Western background" (Elder 1991: 58). The writer himself takes a rather positive 
look at the duality of his background and comes to the defence of the English language with a 
number of arguments (1975: 57-62). Although colonialism disrupted indigenous social 
development in Africa, it helped to create big political units in place of small, scattered ones. 
This is the case especially in Nigeria where there used to be hundreds of autonomous 
communities. Furthermore, through colonialism, many Africans have acquired a common 
language to facilitate communication. This issue needs to be analysed in the context of the 
fact that Nigeria alone is made up of over 400 languages and ethnic groups, according to 
Simpson et Oyetade (2008: 172-175), including three major ones, namely Hausa-Fulani, 29.5 
%, Yoruba, 20.3 %, and Ibo, 16.6 % of the population. Even in the case of Nigeria, one 
would understand that it is one of the largest and the most populated countries (140 million, 
according to the 2005 population census) in Africa. By contrast, in Ghana, another West 
African country with a surface area of just 238, 533 square kilometres and a population of 
just under 20 million (2000 census), there are "approximately fifty non-mutually intelligible 
languages" (Anyidoho and Dakubu 2008: 142).
Whether for good or bad many people in Africa now speak English and French and they 
serve as lingua franca. In addition, the fact that English is a world language makes it an ideal 
medium of communication for the African writer. Achebe says: “I have been given this 
language and I intend to use it” but explains that his English “will have to be a new English, 
still in full communion with its ancestral home but altered to suit its new African 
surroundings” (1975: 62). An important issue in Achebe’s argument is the use of the English
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language to suit the African environment. This point has been stressed by Ngugi wa Thiong'o 
(1995) when he expressed the opinion that an African writer has to use the English language 
in such a way as to represent African ideas, philosophy, folklore and imagery in general.
Thus the African writers' mission, according to Bandia (2008: 31), is to transport or relocate 
their marginalized language culture across linguistic and cultural boundaries unto a more 
powerful domain. In so doing, they employ a number of techniques, especially semantic shift. 
By this, African authors assign features of meaning to known lexical items in European 
languages in such a way that the derived meaning is more relevant in its context (see also 
Chishimba 1984: 164). An example to illustrate this point is that in postcolonial African 
literature the word "brother" may not have the restricted meaning of the son of your mother 
and father. The term may be extended to cover any male with whom you share any blood 
relationship or even any male with whom you share anything in common. In the same way 
the words “sister”, “mother” and “father” can mean more than their known meanings in 
English. In general, words in European languages are assigned new meanings that can only 
be understood within the African contexts in which they are used. For example, Chielo, the 
priestess of Agbala, calls Okonkwo’s daughter ‘my daughter’ (Achebe 1958: 71) not because 
she is her biological mother but because of the spiritual duties she is carrying out. In Une vie 
de hoy Toundi addresses the stranger who comes across him as he lies on the floor, between 
life and death: Mon frère [...] mon frère, que sommes-nous? (Oyono 1956: 12-14) (Brother 
[...], brother, what are we?^) (Reed 1960: 4) The word “brother,” as used here, signifies 
African solidarity rather than kinship.
 ^Published translated version used unless otherwise stated
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Some misgivings have, however, been expressed against the use of these European languages 
and, to re-echo Spivak’s argument (Spivak 1999, Chapter Three) in a different form, some 
critics (see Bandia 2008; Glissant 1996) warn that finding a convenient way of using the 
metropolitan language can create another form of hegemony. They maintain that the "blind 
fertilization of language or culture through a polylingual practice of writing may in the long 
run only serve to reproduce the same forms of hegemony that it is meant to resist" (Bandia 
2008: 141). One of the techniques devised to enable writers to free themselves from this 
hegemony is the use of African words and expressions side-by-side with European ones 
(code-mixing and code switching) as another technique by African writers to create local 
colour in European languages. Some examples of this in Achebe's Things Fall Apart are: “It 
was a cry in the distance: Oji odu achu iiiji-o-o! (The one that uses its tail to drive flies 
away)” (p. 80) and "The elders, or ndichie, met to hear a report of Okonkwo’s mission" (p. 
9). Although Oyono’s technique is quite different, he nonetheless resorts to this use of local 
words or expressions from time to time. An example is seen in: “Ngovina ya ngal a ves zut 
bisalak a be metua” (1956: 149). Here, Oyono deliberately uses the local expression to 
preserve the local colour. The deliberate creation of local colour in texts written in European 
languages and the general manipulation of the colonizer’s language of power to suit the 
African environment is, according to Bandia (2008: 144), an act of resistance to the colonial 
language. It is also a challenge to the authority and universalism of the imperial language, 
which is a quest for the egalitarian perception of language in general.
1.6 Further Development of African Literary Culture
As indicated earlier in this introduction, only few African literary works had been produced 
by the middle of the twentieth century, mostly because the region’s educational system had 
yet to produce many writers, especially in English and French. Even the few publications that 
came out were produced in Ghana and Senegal, countries that were leading the struggle for
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independence and where Africans had relatively more say in the administration of their 
countries, according to Michelman (1976). In the case of French speaking African countries 
too, although the novel was becoming fully developed by the mid 1950s, it was still elite- 
oriented and therefore reserved for a limited readership. The boost for writers in English 
speaking countries, however, was that their audience included readers overseas, especially 
America. By the 1960s, following the independence of several African countries, literary 
works flourished. The improvement of education from primary to university level and the 
establishment of commercial ties between Africa and Europe also undoubtedly contributed to 
the growth of indigenous literature.
Literary works published before independence hardly tackled the subject of the confrontation 
of civilizations. That subject and other topical issues surfaced in novels that were published 
after the end of colonial rule. The first novel in French which made a true impact on the 
European reading public, according to Michelman (1976: 36), is L'Enfant noir (1953) by 
Camara Laye. Although it was a great success and won the "Prix Charles Veillon” in 1954, it 
was criticized for ignoring the problem of colonialism, an obviously crucial and important 
subject at the time. Laye’s second novel. Le Regard du Roi (1954), like the first one, 
contributed to the concept of Negritude and its promotion of Black culture. Francophone 
writers who, to some extent, revolutionized postcolonial literature were of Cameroonian 
origin. One of them is Mongo Beti whose three novels Le Pauvre Christ de Bomba (1956), 
Mission Terminée (1957) and Le Roi miraculé (1958) expose the tyranny of the colonial 
administration and the failure of Christianity in Sub-Saharan Africa.
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The struggle for independence and freedom encouraged other Francophone writers to come 
out with novels denouncing not only the shortcomings of colonialism but also exploitation by 
Africans who found themselves in power and some negative cultural practices that were 
carried out at the time. Adopting a Marxist stance, Sembène Ousmane of Senegal in his 
novels Le Docker noir (1956), O Pays, mon beau peuple (1957), Les Bouts de bois de Dieu 
(1960), L'Harmattan (1964), Véhi Ciosane and Le Mandat (1966) criticises both the colonial 
administration and the African traditional authorities. In the opinion of the author, Africans 
who emerged as home-grown bourgeoisie were no less guilty of bureaucracy and the 
exploitation of the people than the colonial administration. In particular, he paints the picture 
of a new African society in which there is a big gap between the affluent modem elite who 
live in villas and ride in luxurious cars and the poor masses that live in ghettos and 
‘townships’. Another theme developed in his novels is that while some traditional customs 
are good for the society’s progress and need to be developed, others are backward and 
constitute an obstacle to progress. Traditional customs and practices that have been 
condemned in these novels include superstition, the tyranny of traditional mlers, forced 
marriages, payment of dowry, polygamy and the maltreatment of widows. These themes run 
through novels like Le Fils du Fetiche (1965) by David Ananou of Togo, Le Chant du lac 
(1965) by Olympe Bhêly-Quénum of Dahomey (now Benin), Afrique, nous t'ignorons {\956) 
by Benjamin Matip (Cameroon), VOrage (1963) by Seydou Badian (Mali), Kocoumbo 
l ’étudiant noir (1960) by Ake Loba (Cote d'Ivoire), and L ’Avanture ambiguë (1961) by 
Cheikh Hamidou Kane (Senegal).
1.7 Nigeria's Dominance
The African novel in English became a monopoly of Nigerian writers from the early 1950s 
with Palm Wine Drinkard (1952) by Amos Tutuola and People o f the City (1954) by Cyprian 
Ekwensi being the first, to catch the attention of the literary world. These novels, like those
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written by Francophone authors, avoid the overt treatment of politics and the effects of 
colonialism. Rather they deal with domestic and traditional topics like local manners, 
marriage-related problems (like polygamy and barrenness among women) and the 
supernatural world. Many other novels were produced on the same theme but the few that 
come immediately to mind are Efuru (1966) by Flora Nwapa, The Great Ponds (1969) by 
Elechi Amadi and Fzcfrmj (1970) by Isodore Okpewho.
As the struggle for independence intensified, postcolonial African writers in English and 
French were gradually becoming bold enough to criticise the colonial administration and 
missionaries for their double standards. However, following the attainment of independence, 
themes shifted. Attacks were now directed towards African leaders who used the power 
wrestled from the colonial administration to institute corruption and create a general 
atmosphere of disenchantment. Also running parallel to these themes is the conflict between 
tradition and modernity which naturally became an issue after independence. Novels that fall 
into these categories include The Voice (1965) by Gabriel Okara, A Man o f the People (1966) 
by Chinua Achebe, Chief the Honourable Minister (1970) by T. M. Aluko, The Gab Boys 
(1967) by Cameron Duodu, This Earth My Brother (1971) by Kofi Awoonor, and The 
Beautiful Ones Are Not Yet Born (1968) by Ayi Kwei Armah. Their counterparts in 
Francophone West Africa include Malick Fall’s La Plaie (1967), Les Soleils des 
Indépendances (1968) by Ahmadou Kourouma and Yambo Ouologuem’s Le Devoir de 
Violence (196S).
Differences between literature from Anglophone and Francophone West Africa could well be 
the consequence of the different policies of English and French colonial administrators.
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Michelman (1976: 43-44) observes that, although there are many similarities between them, 
novelists in English appear to be more innovative in the use of the language as compared to 
the orthodox approach by their Francophone counterparts. A review of literature on 
postcolonial African literature and its translation will throw more light on existing 
publications in this area of research. The review will also help to identify existing gaps that 
the research seeks to address.
1.8 Literature Review
1.8.1 Introduction
Postcolonial African literature is a topic that has attracted many publications since the 
independence of Sub-Saharan African countries -  from the mid-1950s to the early 1960s. 
Following the independence of these countries once colonised by Great Britain, France, 
Portugal and Spain and the introduction of Western type education, it became necessary for 
them to find a medium through which they could express their culture and tradition which 
had been preserved through oral tradition. This development informed the emergence of 
literary works like the novel through which African experience and sensibility is given 
written utterance. The aim of this research is to review key publications on postcolonial West 
African literature in English and French and their translations either ways. This will help in 
analysing the extent to which postcolonial literature in English and French represent the West 
African experience and then how this is rendered by way of translation into French and 
English.
1.8.2 Early Publications
A consideration of the early publications on Africa brings to mind a debate on what 
constitutes the African novel or African literature in general. In his “Thoughts on the African 
Novel” Achebe (1975: 49-54) argues that although “the African novel has to be about
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Africa,” it is difficult to give a clear definition of ^ African literature. This, in his view, is 
because Africa is a metaphysical landscape and not a geographical expression. These types of 
argument do not help in determining which of the early publications about the continent 
constituted African literature at the time. In spite of the controversy, however, publications 
like Heart o f Darkness (1899) by Joseph Conrad, a Polish bom British novelist and Joyce 
Cary’s Mister Johnson (1939) are being added to the list of novels worth looking at because 
they were among pioneer literary works that influenced the advent of the African novel. It is 
worth acknowledging that early publications like A Voice from Bleeding Africa (1856), The 
Negro in Ancient History f\%69). West Africa before Europe (1905), and Africa Life and 
Customs (1908) by Edward Blyden of Liberia, Ethiopia Unbound: Studies in Race 
Emancipation (1911) by J. E. Casely-Hayford of Ghana, Love in Ebony (1932) by another 
Liberian, Charles Edward Cooper (pseudonym: Varfelli Karlee), and Trois Volontés de Malic 
(1920) by the Francophone writer, Ahmadou Mapaté Diagne, could, to some extent, be 
classified as pioneer African literature.
1.8.3 The Novel
Having found themselves among the community of nations, independent African states, 
relying on their newly acquired Western education, aimed to represent their culture and 
tradition in the novel, which is a European genre. It is a development in the history of African 
literary tradition that called for an innovative use of foreign (European) languages to 
articulate indigenous African thoughts and ideas that had hitherto been preserved through oral 
tradition. This then raises the question whether, given this background, Africans are able to 
produce literary works that, by Western standards, can be called novels. To provide an 
answer, this research will necessarily draw upon publications that discuss the origins of the 
novel and its modem development as a Westem genre. These include Ian Watt's The Rise o f  
the Novel (1957), The Modern Novel (1963) by Paul West, The Novel and Society (1966) by
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Diana Spearman, The Epic (1971) by Paul Merchant, Colin Wilson’ s The Craft o f  the Novel 
(1975), and The Art o f the Novel (1988) by Milan Kundera.
Equally important for consideration is what distinguishes an African novel from a European 
one. Discussions that seek to provide answers to this question feature in essays by Chinua 
Achebe published in Morning Yet on Creation Day (1975) under titles like “Colonialist 
Criticism”, “Africa and her Writers”, “The Novelist as a Teacher” and “Thoughts on the 
African Novel”. The same subject is critically examined in Culture, Tradition and Society in 
the West African Novel (1975) by Emmanuel Obiechina.
1.8.4 Literary Criticisms on West African Literature
Literary criticisms on the novels selected for this research provide expert guidance in their 
critical examination with regards to language, narration, plot and characterisation. The books 
proposed for use in this exercise include Approaches to Teaching Achebe’s ‘‘Things Fall 
Apart” (1991) edited by Bemth Lindfors and Chinua Achebe’s “Things Fall Apart”: A 
Casebook (2003) edited by Isodore Okpewho. These publications together contain close to 30 
essays by distinguished critics like Emmanuel Obiechina, Robert M. Wren, Clement Okafor, 
Harold Scheub, Neil Ten Kortenaar and Ato Quayson and the authors’ introductions which 
critically analyse Achebe’s Things Fall Apart and raise issues of debate on the African novel 
in general. Eustace Palmer and Shatto Arthur Gakwandi also carry out critical analysis of the 
novel in An Introduction to the African Novel (1972), The Growth o f the African Novel 
(1979) and The Novel and Contemporary Experience in Africa (1977) respectively. Other 
books on the criticism of Things Fall Apart are Chinua Achebe (1969) by Arthur 
Ravenscrofr, The Four Novels o f  Chinua Achebe: A Critical Study (1984) by Benedict Chiaka 
Njoku, Denise Coussey’s L ’oeuvre de Chinua Achebe (1985), Chinua Achebe by David
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Carroll, and Le Monde s'Effondre de Chinua Achebe (1983) by Annie Moriceau and Alain 
Rouch. Hundreds of journal articles and essays have also been published on this subject, 
prominent among them are “The Importance of Language in the Novels of Chinua Achebe” 
(1997), “Achebe: The Literary Function of Proverbs and Proverbial Sayings in Two Novels” 
(1979) by Chukwuma Okoye, "Narrative Proverbs in the African Novel" (1993) by 
Emmanuel Obiechina and others.
Ferdinand Oyono’s Une vie de boy, one of Africa’s pioneer satires, has also attracted a 
number of criticisms. Jacques Chevrier is a known authority on African literature who has 
written a detailed critique of Oyono and his novel with the title Profil d ’une Oeuvre: Une vie 
de boy. Eustace Palmer and Shatto Arthur Gakwandi also feature Une vie de boy in their 
literary works cited above. Other books on this subject include Gerald Moore’s Ferdinand 
Oyono et la tragi-comédie coloniale (1963) and Ferdinand Oyono’s “Houseboy” and 
Gustave Flaubert’s “Un coeur simple” (1971) by O. Oke. Journal articles and essays that can 
be cited are “Colonial Violence and Psychological Defences in Ferdinand Oyono’s Une vie 
de boÿ' (2003) by Lillian Corti, “French Colonialism in Africa: The Early Novels of Oyono” 
(2003) by C. P. Sarvan, “Ferdinand Oyono’s Houseboy (2000) by Barbara M. Cooper and 
“Language as the God Gone Astray in the Flesh in Ferdinand Oyono’s H ousebof (1998) by 
Dolan Hubbard.
1.8.5 The Translation of Postcolonial African Literature
One of the aims of the producers of postcolonial African literature, including Things Fall 
Apart and Une vie de boy, is to reach as many readers as possible and to correct the 
stereotyping and misconceptions that characterised some of the pioneer works, especially 
those by non-Africans. The importance of translation in this enterprise is explained by the
fact that although English and French are each widely spoken all over the world, translating 
these works between the two languages further ensures that they reach a wider audience. In 
the case of Things Fall Apart, Bemth Lindfors states in his preface to Approaches to 
Teaching Achebe’s “Things Fall Apart” that the novel is now read everywhere in the 
English-speaking world, some three million copies have been sold so far, and it has been 
translated into thirty Westem and non-Westem languages. In fact, the translation of 
postcolonial West African literature, in most cases, starts from the original vmter who, 
according to Okara (1963: 15), conceives the ideas in his or her native African language 
before translating it (literarily) into a European language. In support of this assertion, Bandia 
(2008: 31) refers to “intercultural writing” by Africans which is a fomi of translation.
Translation is therefore an important part of postcolonial writing, beginning with the 
postcolonial writer and then occurring at different levels^. This “lack of originality” in 
postcolonial writing requires that we also take a look, in the course of the research, at the 
likelihood of the African content, or part of it, being lost in translation. It also intends to 
engage with the argument in favour of the adoption of foreign languages by African authors 
in place of indigenous African languages. According to Achebe (1975), Ngugi (1995), 
Bandia (1994, 2008 and 2009), and Ashcroft et al (1989), postcolonial writers have chosen to 
use European languages of power in order to reach a wider audience. As a way of asserting 
their freedom and challenging the authority and universality of the oppressor’s language, they 
create a “deviant” version while doing their best to observe mles of grammar and syntax. The 
use of non-African languages in this way also enables the writers to appropriately portray 
their culture, tradition and environment.
’’ As will be seen later, there are two levels o f translation in the production o f postcolonial African literature: the 
primary level where African writers indulge in writing as translation and the secondary level at which the text is 
translated from one European language into another.
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There is no detailed study into how successfully this method has been used in articulating the 
African experience. Although some aspects of the subject have been dealt with in recent 
publications, including works by Bandia (1994, 2008 and 2009) and Batchelor (2009) and 
book and journal articles by Mbangwana (1990) and Gyasi (1999), there is still the need for 
more research in order to bring out more of the issues at stake for in-depth analysis. Indeed 
postcolonial African writers are bound to face various challenges in transmitting indigenous 
African experience in languages which are not their mother tongue. It is even more 
challenging for non-African translators to translate those works from one European language 
into another. This observation is what makes our research important and it promises to make 
a significant contribution to postcolonial translation theory. The study will be based on 
theories propounded by postcolonial translation theorists like Bassnett (1999), Tymoczko 
(1999) and Bery (2007). Publications by Nida (1964), Dagut (1976), Newmark (1988), 
Schaffrier (2004) and others will be vital in discussions on the translation of figurative 
language in the texts.
1.9 Research Questions
The mission of postcolonial African authors as has been described so far raises some issues 
that call for thorough analysis. The main point in Spivak's argument, discussed in Chapter 
Three and which requires further investigation, is that African writers cannot articulate their 
sense of identity outside the literacy of their colonising metropolis that was imposed on them 
and within which their societies have been modernised. What provides the focus of attention 
for this dissertation is the challenge that some African writers have mounted on the problem 
they have all sensed but which was theorised by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak.
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African literature in European languages, otherwise known as “Euro-African literature” 
(Bandia 2008: 28) is the product of an encounter between two different cultures -  European 
and African. African writers in turn are inspired by the African oral tradition, a reservoir of 
African culture and myths. For them to produce their works in European languages means 
converting their native sense of identity in African oral literacy into English and French 
which is a process akin to translation. This enables them to incorporate into their writing 
African proverbs, myths, beliefs, philosophy, adages and expressions with the aim of 
expressing their own traditions and at the same time communicating with a wider audience in 
a language of power (English or French) and within a highly developed westem genre. 
Therefore any African literary work translated from one European language into another is, at 
this stage, undergoing more than one translation process. For example, to be able to come out 
with a novel like Things Fall Apart, the author, Chinua Achebe, had to render Ibo social 
discourse into English. For this novel to be made available to French readers it had to be 
translated by a European translator. Hence important questions arise: How does postcolonial 
literature in English and French represent the West African experience? The study also seeks 
to know how this is then rendered into French and English by way of translation, especially 
by European translators.
1.10 Methodology
From the vantage point of translation studies, the research will specifically analyse the 
transfer of oral culture, largely in figurative language, into the twentieth century Westem 
novek This will require reliance on postcolonial theory, specifically Said and Spivak, the 
study of the development of the genre of the novel and on the theory of translation. There will 
therefore be the need to ask the following questions, from which the methodology will 
develop:
1. Why focus on these two novels?
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2. How are these texts situated within the genre of the novel as it evolved in English and 
French?
3. How does West African cultural identity articulate within postcolonial discourse in 
English and French?
4. How can the question posed in number 3 above be refined by contrasting Achebe's 
Things Fall Apart with its translation into French and Oyono's Une vie de boy with its 
translation into English?
This project will set out to critique, explore, analyse and evaluate postcolonial literature with 
special emphasis on that of West Africa from which the novels have been chosen. This will 
bring to bear theoretical and critical frameworks such as the development of the novel as a 
literary genre, postcolonial literary criticism and theory, language use in postcolonial West 
African literature, and postcolonial translation theory. The study intends to demonstrate how 
a mixture of these theories and literary criticisms come together to give form to the research.
Do novels written in English and French by African authors represent the original precolonial 
culture? Do their translations do as well? We intend to investigate how African authors 
geographically deterritorialize the dominant metropolitan culture in terms of its historical and 
literary references and then reterritorialize it within a postcolonial space (Bandia 2002: 6). 
This literary strategy enables the authors to assert their identity and culture in their use of 
foreign dominant languages, and opens the debate on whether it has been successful or not. In 
the background of this debate is the realisation that the production of postcolonial African 
literature is a complex process, including translating from an unseen original text since
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original African literature^ is not only oral in tradition but also exists in indigenous. 
languages. The project will also examine the two novels in the context of postcolonial 
African literature and assess how they put the genre of the novel and the epic tradition to use. 
In doing so there will be the need to take into account the attributes of the novel as an 
extended writing, including its story telling nature, and as the most “logical literary vehicle” 
(Watt 1957: 13) of the culture, tradition and customs of the people concerned.
Given the complexity of African literary production and the agenda set by postcolonial 
writers it is crucial for the research to investigate the extent to which the translators of these 
novels have been able to keep faith with the process and the intention behind it. The fact that 
the translators are Europeans poses the question whether they are both bilingual and 
bicultural enough (see Snell-Homby 1995: 42) to be up to the task and whether they will not 
reverse the African authors’ “conspiracy” to subvert the colonialist’s cultural dominance. The 
research will come out with interesting discoveries on postcolonial literature and its 
production and also put forward proposals for improvement in strategies for translating this 
literature. This, it is expected, will be a significant contribution to translation theory.
1.11 Organisation
An attempt has been made so far in this introduction to provide a background to 
developments in Africa out of which postcolonial African literature evolved. Most of these 
developments were caused by the advent of colonialism and the disruption of the life of 
Africans, including an attempt to prove that Africans have no history and culture. 
Postcolonial African authors set themselves the mission not only to disprove this but also to 
correct misconceptions created in literature produced by non-African scholars about the
Snell-Homby (2001) discusses similar situations in India (Salman Rushdie and Arundhati Roy) and the 
Philippines (Corazon Villareal), and other postcolonial environments where the hybrid text is an issue in 
postcolonial literature.
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continent. Chapters that follow will discuss the process involved in the production of African 
literature in English and French and its translation either way with a view to addressing the 
research questions raised above.
Chapter Two looks at postcolonial West African literature, seeking explanation to the reason 
why my discussion is confined to the West African region. This further helps to explain the 
choice of Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart and Une vie de boy by Ferdinand Oyono for 
this dissertation. The two novels are also analysed in the broader context of the development 
of this genre in Africa and how it has been adapted to articulate the oral tradition for which 
Africa is noted. Outside the wider context of the novel as a literary genre, this part of the 
research looks at what, according to literary critics like Emmanuel Obiechina, Abiola Irele, 
Jacques Chevrier and Chinua Achebe, can be classified as the African novel, distinguishing it 
from literature on Africa produced by non-Africans. The structure and content of Things Fall 
Apart is discussed to justify its reputation as the prototypical West African novel which 
represents African experience. Une vie de boy on the other hand is presented as a novel with 
similar innovative African literary style but operating in line with the French policy of 
assimilation and the language culture inherited from it. The research at this stage attempts to 
deal with part of the research question, namely whether literature produced by West African 
writers in English and French represents indigenous cultural experience.
African novelists have been compelled by circumstances of history to produce their literature 
in European languages. For these languages to accommodate African culture, innovative 
techniques are employed to indigenize the colonisers’ languages. These techniques include 
borrowing from African languages, code switching and mixing, neologisms and innovative
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use of European languages. The research in Chapter Three explores the processes involved in 
the decolonisation of the colonial master’s language in order to use it for the representation of 
“minority” discourse. In order to demonstrate the techniques employed in the process of 
decolonisation, the research relies on arguments made by writers and critics like Chinua 
Achebe, Gabriel Okara and Ngugi wa Thiong’o. The many examples that are taken from 
Things Fall Apart are analysed to illustrate the use of this technique. An attempt has been 
made through analysis to explain at the same time why these writers choose to create an 
Africanised version of the language, which is standard in its own right, instead of using the 
metropolitan version. The concluding part of this chapter then evaluates the extent to which 
the African experience is represented in English.
Chapter Four discusses the type of style that Oyono uses in his attempt to address two 
different audiences: (a) Europeans who are familiar with African culture only through 
mainstream European viewpoint and are being informed about the effects of colonialism; (b) 
Africans who naively try to adopt European lifestyles unmindful of the dangers that this 
entails. In the first place, therefore, the author, following the style of great French writers like 
Honoré de Balzac, Emile Zola and Guy de Maupassant, uses a standard version which is very 
close to the ‘Parisien’ one. At the same time he tries to introduce some innovations that are 
similar to those employed by writers like Chinua Achebe and Gabriel Okara. As in the case 
of Achebe, examples will be used to show how Oyono décolonisés the French language while 
adhering as far as possible to French grammar. Analyses here will be based on criticism by 
Jacques Chevrier, Eustace Palmer and Shatto Arthur Gakwandi.
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Chapter Five engages with some publications by postcolonial theorists like Paul Bandia, 
Kathrin Batchelor and K. Gyasi on innovative translation strategies in the translation of 
works by postcolonial African writers from one European language into another, in our case 
from English into French and vice versa. This is because the original authors are understood 
to have an agenda which involves the indigenization of European languages in order to 
articulate their African experience. Also authors have been perceived to aim at challenging 
the hegemony and domineering nature of the European languages that they use. The 
translator will therefore be undoing or undermining this agenda if he or she does not employ 
such translation techniques that will be as innovative as the way language is used in the 
original texts. While general translation theory has been discussed here, the investigation 
focuses on postcolonial translation theories, especially proposals for relevant ones by Maria 
Tymoczko, Lawrence Venuti, Paul Bandia and David Katan. Extensive examples from 
selected novels and their analysis help in engaging with the argument in favour of innovative 
translation strategies and, at this stage, dealing with the second part of the research question - 
rendering the African experience by way of translation.
In Chapter Six, Things Fall Apart and Une vie de boy are considered in the light of 
observations made from previous chapters. In the case of Things Fall Apart, selected 
passages with Ibo proverbs, words and expressions are analysed in the context of using a 
European language to represent the African experience. The translated version of the texts in 
French by Michel Ligny, a Frenchman, is then discussed to evaluate the extent to which they 
mediate the African author’s original story. The same analysis has been carried out on some 
key passages from Une vie de boy and their translated version by John Reed. The question 
here once again is, to what extent does Houseboy (Reed’s translation) retell the original story 
in Une vie de boyl Oyono’s case is, of course, interesting because he addresses both
37
European and African readership. The concluding part of this chapter evaluates the extent to 
which the last part of the research question, representing the African experience by way of 
translation into French and English, has been dealt with.
There is a concluding assessment of the research outcome, namely how postcolonial African 
writers use innovative writing techniques to “décolonisé” European languages in the 
representation of the African experience. The analysis here also evaluates the claim that the 
techniques enable the African author to free himself or herself from the hegemonic influence 
of the European language being used and that a discourse system is created in this way to 
give voice to the colonised people. General assessment and evaluation helps to engage with 
suggestions in favour of innovative strategies for the translation of these postcolonial texts in 
order that the African experience, which originates from African indigenous languages, 
proverbs, adages and expressions, is faithfully transmitted not only by African writers but 
also by translators. In the end, therefore, the research has attempted to make some 
contribution to the study of postcolonial African literature and to the translation of that 
literature from one European language to another.
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Chapter 2
Postcolonial African Literature
2.1 Introduction
The emergence of African literature has led to the production of what Palmer calls, “a very 
large corpus of African novels in both English and French” (1972: ix). Peters (1993: 10) also 
links the development of literature in European languages to the scramble for Africa by 
European nations. As a result of the Berlin Conference on Africa (1884-85) the continent 
underwent full-scale colonization through which Africans had European languages imposed 
on them as their official ones. There was hardly any production of African high culture at the 
time and to fill the gap, novels written by Europeans with African setting started circulating 
among the African reading public. Among the most famous authors of this colonial fiction 
were Joseph Conrad and Joyce Cary who, while criticizing some of the negative effects of 
colonialism, also presented Africa in a way that did not find favour with a section of African 
scholars who emerged later.
The colonial experience might have left some undesirable factors in its trail but it also 
became what Africans will say “has crossed our historical path and modified the realities of 
our life as well as our entire perspective upon the world” (Irele 1981: 1-2). Indeed as a result 
of the introduction of Westem education many Africans obtained high European academic 
qualifications, enabling some to become powerful writers who produced literary works which 
gave a new dimension to the representation of African culture and life. Early postcolonial 
African writers like Amos Tutuola, Chinua Achebe, Camara Laye and Ferdinand Oyono were
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inspired by the oral tradition of storytelling and indigenous culture to produce the type of 
literature that serves to disabuse the minds of readers in and outside Africa. These emerging 
African writers researched into the colonial period, covering subjects like the confrontation 
between European culture, religion and education and those of the colonized territories, the 
conduct of colonial administrators and religious leaders, African traditional values, and issues 
relating to corruption and maladministration on the part of African leaders during the period 
after independence.
It was a new type of literature that became popular not only with publishers and readers but 
also with critics and reviewers. This is because it proved to be a new form of artwork with a 
completely different appeal to readers, the majority of whom were the emerging literate 
population, including students who were eager to increase their knowledge and Europeans 
wanting to know more about Africa from Africans themselves. Highlighting this in the 
context of Achebe’s desire to tell the African story, Izevbaye (1991: 45) observes: “The 
colonial perception of Africans and their civilization, as reflected in European literature and 
ethnography, so affected the social and psychological state of Africans that Achebe must 
retell the story of the African past to educate Europeans and Africans alike”. Gikandi (2004: 
56) is also of the view that the production of African literature was initially motivated by the 
need to restore the moral integrity and cultural autonomy of the African in the age of 
colonisation. This assertion is supported by Achebe’s (1973) argument that Africans did not 
have to wait for the contact with Europeans in order to hear of culture for the first time. 
Achebe adds that indigenous societies that existed before the period of colonisation were not 
mindless but that they “had a philosophy of great depth and value and beauty, [...] they had 
poetry and, above all, they had dignity. It is this dignity that many African people all but lost 
during the colonial period and it is this they must regain now.” (Achebe 1973: 8) Thus the
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fact that African nations lost their sovereignty during the period of colonisation was not the 
only issue that the continent’s writers were concerned with. They also felt that, as part of the 
decolonisation process, the history of the people of Africa should be restored to its rightful 
place.
This chapter will look at postcolonial African literature, seeking explanations to why the 
discussion of African literature is often confined to the West African region. This further 
helps in explaining the criteria for the selection of some texts for this project. The selected 
texts will then be analysed in the broader context of the development of the genre of the 
novel in Africa and how it has been adapted to articulate the oral tradition for which Africa is 
noted. Outside the wider context of the novel as a literary genre, this part of the dissertation 
will also look at what is an African novel, distinguishing it from literature produced by non- 
Africans. Equally important at this stage of the research is a preliminary look at the 
challenges of representing the African experience through the use of non-African languages. 
The discussion will, however, be mindful of the type of yardstick to use in determining what 
constitutes a good work of art. Irele (1981: 2) cautions that “the Westem consciousness has 
become today so central to the world’s scheme of values that only its categories and modes of 
apprehension can properly be thought as ‘universal’”. This observation raises the likelihood 
for works of some African authors not to be given the recognition they deserve under the 
pretext of measuring them up to European standards instead of a more value-neutral set of 
criteria being used in evaluating them.
2.2 Defining Postcolonial African Literature
The literary works that will feature in this discussion are best referred to as Postcolonial 
African literature. In their definition, Ashcroft et al (1989: 1) explain that the semantic basis
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of the term ‘postcolonial’ might make one think it involves only the national culture that 
came into existence after the declaration of independence of the countries involved. They also 
state that it is often employed to cover the periods before and after independence. In practice, 
however, postcolonial African literature is the literature produced by writers in African 
countries formerly colonised by Britain, France, Portugal and Spain. In a broader sense, we 
are referring here to all African culture “affected by the imperial process from the moment of 
colonisation to the present day” (Ashcroft et al 1989: 2). Postcolonial literary theory in itself 
evolved from the need to separate it from European theory because of its uniqueness, since 
postcolonial writing is based on indigenous culture. It is important to note a feature of 
postcolonial African literature which compels Africans to assume the duty of representing 
their own experience. Fanon (1963: 166-190) throws some light on circumstances that have 
compelled Africans to assume the responsibility of articulating their indigenous experience. 
According to Fanon, African intellectuals initially shied away from their culture because of 
the negative way it was portrayed by others. They think it is better for them to identify 
themselves with European culture and civilisation. When these intellectuals later discovered 
to their dismay that they do not belong to the world of the Europeans, they started digging 
into their people’s past in order to correct inaccurate notions created about Africa. This fact 
explains, to a large extent, why Africans decided to produce literary works about their 
continent and its people.
The production of literature in Africa became a weapon of cultural resistance against colonial 
domination and Gikandi (2004: 57-58) gives a number reasons for this. The first reason is 
that African scholars soon developed a colonial culture as a result of the gift of literacy 
inherited from colonial rule. Although Africans were justified to be unhappy about many 
aspects of colonial rule, many agreed that the attractiveness of literacy could not be resisted.
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For most Africans the magic of literacy did not only come with power, authority and 
influence but also created job opportunities that enabled many to become clerks, interpreters 
and teachers. The second reason why literature gained prominence among AJhicans is that it 
helped to challenge some of the accounts written about colonial conquests and exploits in 
Africa. An example of this is that historical accounts by Europeans about Africa state that 
there was no sign of literacy in Africa before the European conquest. However, African 
scholars who emerged later discounted this version of African history and proved that writing 
skills had been introduced to Africa before Western colonisation (Gerard 1993: 16). Thirdly, 
literacy has become closely linked to colonialism because it is central to postcolonial studies. 
This is explained by the fact that during colonial rule, culture and knowledge were used as 
instruments of control. To resist colonial rule, Africans also created cultural formations that 
used Western notions to fight against domination.
Since Afidca as a geographical, linguistic and cultural region is vast and diverse, it is 
appropriate to confine this research to West Africa because it brings together different aspects 
of African culture. Zabus (1991: 4) justifies the limitation of any discussion on the African 
novel of French and English expression to the West African region because it is a zone with 
linguistic diversity. West Africa, according to Zabus, is the only area in Africa where cultural 
diversity has found expression in English and French, the two European languages that have 
the greatest influence on literary production on the continent. In addition, as stated in the 
Introduction, West Africa is the region in Africa which saw the early introduction of a 
modem type of education modelled on the Western pattern. As a comparatively stable region 
at the time with modem nations like Sierra Leone and Liberia, the region also boasts of early 
development of intellectual life. Following the model of the USA, which saw the emergence 
of a distinctive American literature in the late eighteenth century known as a ‘national
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literature’ (Ashcroft et al: 1989: 16), various national literatures such as those of Ghana, 
Nigeria and Senegal, emerged after independence and are referred to as West African or 
African literature. Thus West African postcolonial studies have emerged from the 
development of the various national literatures and criticism “since all postcolonial studies 
continue to depend upon national literatures and criticism” (Ashcroft et al: 1989: 17).
2.3 West Africa: Some Historical and Political Background
Up to 1800, West Africa was an independent region administered by many African chiefs and 
kings. Contrary to what the inhabitants thought of themselves, foreigners, mostly European 
invaders, called it “dark” (Anderson 1972: 8) because they saw the region as hidden from 
their own world. It was a situation best described in the saying that “The darkest thing about 
Africa has always been our ignorance of it” (Kimble 1972: 8). African tribes at the time led a 
life of self-sufficiency in villages and towns and on planting and harvesting. Although one 
cannot ignore the havoc caused by diseases and death in the region at the time, the darkest 
spot rather was the existence of the slave trade in many areas.
In his account on the colonisation of West Africa, Boahen (1966: 103-108) states that the 
Portuguese were the first to arrive in the region in the second half of the fifteenth century. 
They were followed by the Spaniards in about 1450, but they soon gave up on Africa 
following the discovery of America between 1492 and 1504. The next to come were the 
English and the French towards the end of the fifteenth century. In the case of the Portuguese, 
their presence in West Africa came under threat with the arrival of the Dutch in the 1590s, 
conquering all the Portuguese trading posts and castles along the west coast to establish a 
monopoly over trade in West Africa. The English and the French also intensified their 
activities in the region leading to the ousting of the Dutch by the end of the seventeenth
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century. Meanwhile, the Danes (1642), the Swedes (1647) and the Brandenburgers (1682) 
also arrived in West Africa. The Danes and the Dutch, however, decided to withdraw in 1850 
and 1872 respectively.
The activities of European nations along the coast of West Africa from the sixteenth to the 
beginning of the eighteenth century were confined to slave trade. It was a trade that did not 
benefit West Africans in any way. Rather it was described as “an unmitigated misery -  a 
crime unredeemed by one extenuating circumstance” (Boahen 1966: 112). Towards the 
middle of the nineteenth century, however, the slave trade and slavery were legally abolished 
throughout Europe. The result was that European missionaries started propagating 
Christianity and building schools and colleges in West Africa. The abolition of the slave 
trade, according to some historians, was on purely humanitarian and moral grounds, while 
others attributed economic reasons for it. The trade was brought to an end  ^ according to the 
second argument, because it became more profitable to look for raw materials and markets in 
West Africa. Yet a third opinion was that the slave trade was abolished for both humanitarian 
and economic reasons. There were also some implications of the abolition for Europeans -  
what to do with the freed slaves, how to enforce the abolition in other parts of the world, 
including Africa, and how to atone for the crimes against humanity. The greatest atonement 
was to bring civilisation, education and the Christian religion to Africa. In addition, the 
growing of cash crops like palm oil, groundnuts, coffee, gum, rubber, cotton, timber and 
cocoa was encouraged among Africans in order to provide business for European traders who 
had been involved in the slave trade.
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European political influence in West Africa was intensified between 1880 and 1900, with 
only the state of Liberia remaining a sovereign and independent one. This means that all the 
other kingdoms and states had become fully fledged colonies of the European powers. 
Britain, France, Portugal and Germany^ were the principal European nations that participated 
in the partition of West Africa as follows: Britain acquired The Gambia, Sierra Leone, Ghana 
and Nigeria; France took Mauritania, Senegal, Mali, Ivory Coast, Upper Volta (Burkina Faso 
today), Guinea, Dahomey (now Benin) and Niger. Portugal colonised Portuguese Guinea 
with Germany taking charge of Togo and the Cameroons, but had to give them up after the 
First World War to France and Britain. Each of the colonial powers had its individual policy 
towards the administered territories. The British treated their colonies as separate entities and 
from 1948 onwards adopted a policy “of guiding the colonial territories to responsible 
government within the Commonwealth” (Boahen 1966: 134). The French and the Portuguese 
regarded their colonies as ‘territoires d’outre-mer’ (overseas provinces) of the mother 
country. The policy, known as that of assimilation and identity, turned Africans into black 
French and Portuguese and ruled them through institutions as though they were nationals of 
those European countries. France, however, ended that policy in 1958 in favour of 
association, although “the ghost of assimilation lingered on and could still be seen flitting in 
and out of French colonial affairs” (Boahen 1966: 134). With the French constitution 
effectively ruling out progressive decolonisation, provisions were formulated for an 
individual Union of the French Republic made up of France and its overseas departments and 
territories. Also set up was an Assembly of the Union in which France and its overseas 
territories were represented and extended representation in the French parliament to all 
French colonies in West Africa. These fundamental differences in attitude of the colonial 
powers to the colonies explain the differences in administrative policies towards the various 
colonial territories.
 ^Germany was among the colonial powers but because it lost its colonies to Britain and France after the First 
World War, the German language is not used by its former Afiican colonies.
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Colonial rule was consolidated between 1900 and 1950 in the form of economic exploitation 
and a little social development in West Africa. Some two decades after the Second World 
War, however, there were agitations for independence, especially after Ghana attained hers in 
March 1957. The factors that put pressure on the colonial powers to grant independence to 
their colonies were: the negative nature of colonialism itself, the rise of nationalism in West 
Africa, the rise of nationalist movements and political parties formed out of African 
nationalism, and pressures from anti-colonial societies in Europe, Russia, the United States of 
America, and the United Nations Organisation. A prominent Ghanaian professor of history 
(Boahen 1966: 146) describes the ills of colonialism as seen in West Africa as follows:
At its worst, colonialism  was ruthless, tyrannical and denied the racial equality o f  black and white; 
at its m ost enlightened, it was paternalistic and thereby deprived the colonial subjects o f  their 
inalienable right to manage, or even to mismanage, their own affairs. And be it tyrannical or 
enlightened, colonialism  w as basically foreign domination, and sooner or later, like all such 
dominations, it was bound to be challenged and overthrown, for in the words o f  a fam ous English  
clergyman, Trevor Huddleston, ‘foreign domination cannot co-exist w ith freedom ’.
However, the social changes introduced by the European powers which created awakening 
among Africans cannot be dismissed. These included Christianity, western education and the 
western way of life. It therefore came as no surprise that most West African countries fought 
for and obtained independence by the mid 1960s.
47
rTUNiSIA
MOROCCO
W rWESTERNSAHARA LIBYA
RTTANIA INIGER
SUDAN SOMALIA
NIGERIA
COTE t Î
AFRSCAM
RERJBUC ETHIOPIA
KENYA
DEMOCRATIC 
REPUBLIC OF 
CONGO
TANZANIA
ANGOLA
ZAMBIA
ZflMBABWENAMIBIA
BOTSWANA
SOUTH O  
AFRICA ^
Figure 1 Contemporary Map of Independent Africa, Highlighting West Africa (source: 
http://www.tingatingastudio.com/07_tingatinga.html)
2.4 The Selected Novels
Novels chosen for this dissertation are Chinua Achebe's Things Fall Apart and Ferdinand
Oyono's Une vie de boy. They are among the Anglophone and Francophone West Africa
literary texts that best represent certain similarities and differences in approach required for
this project. The two writers come from a region that has produced some of Sub-Saharan
Africa's earliest writers. Une vie de boy and Things Fall Apart were published in 1956 and
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1958 respectively in West African countries that both attained their independence from 
France and Britain in the early 1960s. In addition to these facts, the novels deal with a subject 
matter that is related to the colonial process, making them typical postcolonial African 
literary works. Achebe’s novel has been broadly praised to be of epic proportions and the best 
piece of modem Sub-Saharan literature in English. The novel also demonstrates “Achebe’s 
integrity, knowledge, and historical and cultural visions, particularly in its handling of the 
central themes of cultural conflict and change” (Obiechina 1991: 36). Indeed the author 
shows his first hand understanding of the traditional community as seen in the impressive 
picture he paints of the people’s political, economic and religious institutions and values. 
“Arguably the most prominent African writer of his generation” (Leitch et al 2001: 1781), 
Achebe has created in the eyes of the English-speaking world "highly regarded novelistic 
portraits of Nigeria" (ibid.). Apart from being a renowned novelist, Achebe has also 
published thought provoking criticism, most of which has been compiled in Morning Yet On 
Creation Day. In this volume, he exposes colonialist biases in English literature and, as an 
alternative, makes a strong case for an indigenous African literature. Commenting on the 
volume of literature written on Achebe alone, a renowned Ibo historian, Elizabeth Isichei, 
described him as “an academic growth industry” (1983: 414) and that more has been written 
about Achebe and his works than about any single aspect of Ibo history or culture. Among 
other publications, twelve critical books are known to have been published about him.
In addition to Things Fall Apart (1958), Achebe has written other novels, notably No Longer 
at Ease (1960), Arrow o f God (1964), and^ Man o f the People (1966). However, Things Fall 
Apart, apart from being his first novel, caught the attention of the literary world on its 
publication. Written in the form of a historical epic that illustrates how traditional Ibo culture 
clashed with European culture during the colonial process, it achieved international success,
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having been "translated into nearly fifty languages and selling millions of copies" (Leitch et 
al 2001: 1781). Another factor that favours the choice of Things Fall Apart is its popularity 
among teachers of African literature. A survey (see Okpehwo 2003: 15-19) shows that they 
teach Things Fall Apart because it is widely . considered as the best introduction to 
postcolonial English literature that gives students some sense of African history and the 
effects of colonialism on Africa while at the same time it helps to dispel stereotypes about the 
continent. Achebe’s novel, according to the survey, has been judged as speaking not only for 
Africa but also for other parts of the Third World because it shares a commonality of spirit 
with great works of Latin American historical fiction. It has often been used in subjects like 
history, politics, anthropology, folklore, ethnic studies, and African studies. Above all, 
teachers rate it as a popular text among students and it is a pleasure to teach.
Oyono, the second author chosen for this study, also has other novels to his credit, namely 
Chemin d ’Europe and Le Vieux Nègre et la médaille. Like his fellow Cameroonian, Mongo 
Beti, Oyono was among the Francophone writers who brought some “militancy” into 
postcolonial literature. Although it does not enjoy the type of popularity attributed to Things 
Fall Apart, some important reasons account for the choice of Une vie de hoy. It is even the 
view of Irele (1969: 14) that Oyono must be considered as the counterpart of Chinua Achebe 
among French African novelists because of the effective way he employs language to create 
the atmosphere of his novel. Une vie de boy is a sarcastic presentation of the immoral life of 
colonial administrators, most of them missionaries, as seen through the innocent eyes of one 
of their houseboys. Une vie de boy's success lies not in its overwhelming popularity but as a 
pioneering West African satirical novel which enabled the colonised to demonstrate, in the 
mid 1950s, that after all, Africans are also human beings who are “no better and no worse 
than Europeans, who certainly weren't saints" (Lindfors 2007: 24).
Equally important is the fact that Une vie de boy and Things Fall Apart are almost 
contemporaries, published in 1956 and 1958, respectively, as a prelude to the independence 
of West African countries in the early 1960s. Their settings are also in the same region since 
Nigeria and Cameroon are neighbours that were only separated from each other through 
colonization. The licensed editions of these novels and their translations are those being used 
for this project. Things Fall Apart was first published by William Heinemann Ltd 1958 (© 
Chinua Achebe 1958); the first translation in French by Michel Ligny, Le Monde s ’Effondre, 
was published by Editions Presence Africaine (© Presence Africaine). The first edition of 
Une vie de boy was published by René Julliard, the copyright owners, in 1956 (© René 
Julliard). Heinemann Educational Publishers subsequently obtained the licence to publish the 
first translation titled Houseboy, by John Reed (© John Reed), in 1966. This licence covers 
the world except Canada, USA, their dependencies and the Philippine Islands.
2.5 Chinua Achebe's Fa//Apart
Things Fall Apart is the tragic story of Okonkwo who spends most of his time fighting so as
not to be considered a weakling like his father. His father, Unoka, is described as a lazy man,
a dreamer and a ‘poet’ while Okonkwo becomes a warrior and farmer -  a distinguished
member of his clan. This is due to young Okonkwo’s personal hard work, tenacity and
courage. Okonkwo’s determination to work hard to erase the ‘unmanly’ reputation left behind
by his father makes him a successful man and at the same time an over ambitious citizen.
This side of Okonkwo’s personality drives him into developing impatience with his wives
and children. He beats his wife Ojiugo during the week of peace and by so doing goes against
the clan’s regulations. On another occasion, he aims his gun at one of his wives and only
misses her narrowly. Contrary to an elder man Ezeudu’s advice, Okonkwo takes a major part
in the killing of Ikemefuna, a young lad who has been offered to his clan as a sacrifice but
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who has been entrusted to him and who calls him father. It is an act for which his friend 
Obierika rebukes him later.
Some elders of his own clan observe that these excesses in Okonkwo’s ambitious character 
do not please the gods. At the funeral of one of the eldest of the clan, Okonkwo’s gun 
explodes accidentally and kills one of the deceased’s sons. The accident is considered as a 
‘crime’ which offends the earth goddess. As a result, he has to go into exile for seven years. 
During his absence, Europeans (missionary administrators of the British government) arrive 
in Umuofia and establish themselves there. On his return he finds that he is alone in the 
enterprise to resist the whites no matter what it takes. To avoid the wrath of the new 
administration, after killing a court messenger, he commits suicide. His suicide symbolises 
both his refusal to come to terms with the new order which is irreversible and the destruction 
of the old order which is incarnated. In brief. Things Fall Apart is the tragedy of a people.
In an interview on the background to his novel, Achebe stated that most of the information on 
the Ibo community was obtained from oral tradition. He explained that he liked listening to 
people and taking careful note of what he heard. Achebe also stated in the bibliographical 
note to the novel that he had an elder sister who told him many stories when he was young 
and that it was she who had introduced him to the pleasure and art of storytelling (Achebe 
1958: vii). In addition, according to Coussy (1985: 26), the author was no doubt helped in his 
research by archival documents left by the colonial administration. For example, Coussy 
adds, the incident in the novel in which the people of Abame killed a white man leading to 
the destruction of the village by other Europeans is based on a historical fact. According to 
that historical fact, in 1905 one Dr Stewart was killed in the Owerri region when he lost his
way. As a result, a group of soldiers went there later to kill everybody they saw, nineteen in 
all. Kortenaar (2003: 123) asserts that Achebe’s novel has been proven to be historically 
accurate and that it offers a more reliable account about Iboland than most of the accounts 
foreigners have written.
More importantly, Achebe's novel is said to have been based on the author's own family 
history. Indeed he was bom into a Christian family in Ogidi, an Ibo town. His father, one of 
the early Africans to be converted into the Christian religion, had western education and was 
employed as a catechist in the Church Missionary Society. His mother too had spent many 
years of her life with an English Christian family and was known to be a devout Christian. 
Achebe himself gave hints of the link between his family history and the story in his novel. 
He said people referred to his parents as “the people of the church” while his family in turn 
called others “the heathen”. He adds:
My father had joined the new faith as a young man and risen rapidly in its ranks to become 
an evangelist and church teacher. His maternal grandfather who had brought him up (his 
own parents having died early) was a man of note in the village. He had taken the highest 
but one title that a man of wealth and honour might aspire to, and the feast he gave the town 
on his initiation became a byword for open-handedness bordering on prodigy. (Achebe 
1975: 65-70)
His grandfather appears to have had many of the qualities of Okonkwo in the novel while his 
father had the attributes of Nwoye, Okonkwo’s son. Achebe again wrote, “I know that my 
first book. Things Fall Apart, was an act of atonement with my past...” (1975: 70).
Equally noteworthy is the fact that the Ibo society presented in the novel is not different firom
the one known to be the dominant group in Eastern Nigeria. According to Okafor (2003: 68-
69) the Ibo who are found on both banks of River Niger, rank as one of the largest nations in
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Africa. They now number about twenty-five million, that is the population of Norway, 
Sweden and Denmark combined. They have been known in history to have had no rulers with 
autocratic powers but an egalitarian system of administration. The basic unit of Ibo traditional 
political organisation, the town, is made up of a number of villages. The towns are neither 
united by central government authority nor arranged in any political hierarchy, biit are 
interlinked horizontally by social bonds like marriage. Market days in each town, which 
occur every four or eight days, serve as a socially unifying factor and enable Ibos not only to 
transact business but also to socialise. The Ibo society is noted for the promotion of 
democracy and “with its encouragement of healthy individual, personal accomplishment -  
has enabled its people to adapt rapidly to the modem, Westem way of life” (Okafor 2003: 
(59).
It would therefore be appropriate to conclude that Achebe had access to accurate information 
and that his fiction is based on variable facts. Although, of course, the novel Things Fall 
Apart is not an exact record of everything that has gone on in Ibo society, it could certainly 
be described as a historically valid work of fiction. The author scmpulously assembled all the 
materials from within the social and historical discourse of his own community and 
transformed them into this work of art.
2.6 f/we v/e de iboy by Ferdinand Oyono
In Une vie de hoy, the main character, Toundi, runs away from his family home because of 
the bmtalities of his father. He seeks refuge in Saint Peter’s Catholic Mission in Dangan 
where Father Gilbert receives him and undertakes to educate him. Following Father Gilbert’s 
death in a motor accident soon after, Toundi is entmsted in the hands of Father Vandermayer 
who in tum gives him to Robert Decazy, the Commandant. Unlike his first ‘benefactor’,
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Toundi’s new master is rather authoritative and unkind. Some happiness, however, returns to 
the houseboy’s life with the arrival of Mme Suzy Decazy whom he finds beautiful and gentle 
and he enjoys spending the day in her company.
Receptions and other ceremonies organised at the residence enable Toundi to study his bosses 
and to observe members of the European community in Dangan. With the exception of 
Sal vain, the instructor, they all strike the boy as hostile to, and fearful of, black people. Mme 
Decazy only needs a little time to join her compatriots in their prejudicial and racist 
tendencies. An adulterous relationship that she enters into with Monsieur Moreau, the prison 
director, and which she nurtures while her husband is away from home on duty, is all that is 
needed for her to develop hatred for Toundi. While she sees Toundi as an undesirable witness 
to her adulterous life, the latter also loses whatever respect he has for members of the 
European community in Dangan. In the end she distances herself from the houseboy at the 
residence and reveals the full extent of her racist intolerance.
When Mr Decazy later becomes aware of his wife's infidelity, a serious but brief rift 
develops between husband and wife, after which the Commandant reconciles with Suzy and 
decides to tum his anger against Toundi. He unjustifiably and unfairly accuses the houseboy 
of spreading the news within the African community. He subjects his houseboy to all kinds of 
humiliation as if that could compensate for his own disgrace. If anything, he only confirms 
what is being said in the Afiican community that he is the “ngovina ya ngal a ves zut baisalak 
a be metua” or -...le commandant dont la femme écarte les jambes dans les rigoles et dans les 
voitures, (p. 150) (“the Commandant whose wife opens her legs in ditches and in cars”) (p. 
98) and who makes Black people scapegoats for knowing about his misfortune. Holding
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Toundi entirely responsible for his wife's infidelity, he makes no attempt to save him when 
the loyal houseboy is arrested after the police falsely accuse him of complicity in a theft. 
Toundi is then subjected to severe torture before being sent to hospital in a critical condition. 
He now manages to flee to Spanish Guinea where he dies, leaving behind his story in the 
form of a diary.
Similar to what has been observed about Chinua Achebe, certain facts about the background 
of Ferdinand Oyono lend a sense of verisimilitude to his novel. According to Chevrier (1977: 
5-6), Oyono has a Christian background and his mother in particular was a committed 
Catholic. She had left her marital home because she could not live with a Christian husband 
who was polygamous. Ferdinand Oyono also joined the Catholic mission to serve in various 
capacities, including performing the role of a houseboy. There he underwent an education 
that earned him a primary school certificate. When Ferdinand's father learnt of his son's 
success, he decided to help him enter secondary school and then continue further studies in 
France. This is the background that certainly exposed the Cameroonian writer to life within 
the Catholic Church and among French colonial administrators.
2.7 An Analysis of the West African Novel
The publication of Things Fall Apart and Une vie de boy has generated a great deal of debate 
among critics and readers. While some praise the two authors for producing popular artistic 
works, others argue that each of the novels has one shortcoming or the other. In the case of 
Things Fall Apart, the author himself has revealed that his novel has attracted criticism from 
readers “of different ages and backgrounds all over the world” (Achebe 1991: 21). Achebe 
cited among these critics some thirty English honours students in a woman’s college in South 
Korea, whose individual letters were put together and sent to him in a big envelop. Some
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wrote because they were moved by the book while others talked about issues that perturbed 
them when they were reading the novel. Also many readers, mostly literature students (see 
Sullivan 1991: 101), have expressed concerns about the presentation of Things Fall Apart as 
a traditionally realistic novel. In the opinion of these readers, the novel, when examined 
critically, reveals the rather direct nature of the narrative voice and the story, the flatness of 
the characters, and the speedy manner of achieving the resolution and closure. Sullivan 
concludes that, by choosing to write in the oppressor’s language, Achebe defeats his original 
intent to celebrate his tribe’s “ideology” by making atonement with his past like the return of 
a prodigal son (see Achebe 1975: 70). This, Sullivan explains, is because the novel, as “a 
decentralized, centrifugal, and dialogic genre” (Sullivan 1991: 105), works against the 
cultural norms of the author’s indigenous society.
In his criticism of Une vie de boy, Gakwandi (1977) describes the novel as a rare African 
novel that so memorably portrays the realities of colonialism. He, however, maintains that an 
effective presentation of suffering such as the one seen in the colonial situation in Oyono’s 
novel should “avoid cataloguing injustices, physical brutalities and moral rage of the victims” 
(Gakwandi 1977: 21). Although it is presented humorously through the eyes of the hero, the 
glaring irony woven into the narrative leaves no doubt about the humiliation and suffering of 
the indigenous population. Toundi’s naivety appears to have been so exaggerated that it 
amounts to a flaw in the otherwise well executed work of art. Thus it is difficult to understand 
why Toundi does not put up any defence when he is accused of being Sophie’s accomplice, 
since this could have saved him from the unjust punishment he receives.
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The novel is originally a European genre that Watt (1957: 239) describes as a continuation of 
a very old and honoured narrative tradition of storytelling. On whether a novel can be 
described as an epic or not, Watt defines an epic as an oral and poetic genre dealing with the 
public and usually remarkable deeds of historical or legendary persons engaged in a 
collective rather than an individual enterprise. Watt then concedes that none of these things 
can be said of the novel. All the same, he argues, since the epic was the first example of a 
narrative form on a,large scale and of a serious kind, it is reasonable that it should give its 
name to the general category which contains all such works. In this sense of the term, 
therefore, the novel, according to Watt, may be said to be of the epic kind. Swicker (1998: 
xii) also calls it the modem epic into which forms such as allegory, romance and travel 
narrative were transformed. Moreover, the discourse of most of these famous African writers 
is inspired by European writers like Dickens, Balzac, George Eliot, Emile Zola, Thomas 
Hardy and Joseph Conrad. The African novel itself is described as “a response to and a 
record of the traumatic consequences of the impact of westem capitalist colonialism on the 
traditional values and institutions of the African people” (Palmer 1979: 63). African writers. 
Palmer observes further, were originally preoccupied with the past. Thus pioneer writers like 
Achebe, Ngugi and Soyinka realised that they could only redefine and give a new image to 
Africa through a confrontation with the past in order to deal with “the traumatic effects of our 
first confrontation with Europe” (Achebe 1975: 44). Colonialism left behind the false 
impression that Africa was a “dark” continent with backward people and a primitive culture. 
Colonial education, therefore, made Africans replace their indigenous beliefs, customs, 
religion and culture with those of Westem Europe. African writers, as a result, set themselves 
the task of reversing this trend by using their talent to represent African customs and tradition 
within the appropriate context rather than by positioning them within an unaltered form of the 
European genre.
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A number of themes run through African novels. Notable among these is how Europeans 
forcibly imposed their administration, education and religion on Africans without any form of 
modification to accommodate already established African customs and traditional practices. 
Writers like Ngugi wa Thiong’o and Chinua Achebe deal with resistance by Africans to the 
invasion while others like Ahmadou Kourouma and Cyprian Ekwensi feature in their works 
how Africans, after independence, try to reorganise their societies in terms of religion, 
politics and economic development. Most of these themes run through Achebe’s four novels, 
including Things Fall Apart, which he had planned as a tetralogy. He gives a vivid account of 
the self sustenance and independence of traditional Ibo life and how it has been brutally 
disrupted by British invasion.
Since novel writing is an “imported” art in Africa, it has had to undergo some kind of 
modification to fit into its new surroundings. This is a literary form that represents human 
experience to us in the form of intrigues, accidents and odd events in a way that is both 
amazing and at the same time familiar to us. According to Spearman (1966), the novel as a 
literary form first appeared in the eighteenth century and it is usually a sustained story which 
is not historically true but could possibly be so. A true novel, in Spearman's view, is no 
longer a mere series of adventures as in Daniel Defoe's Robinson Crusoe, for example, but “a 
dramatic situation which can be developed [...] and which can give full scope to a realistic 
portrait of nature...” (1966: 18). The novel is also described as “the great prose form in 
which an author thoroughly explores, by means of experimental selves (characters), some 
great themes of existence...” (Kundera 1988:142). Kundera maintains that one can talk about 
histories of the Chinese novel, the Greco-Roman, the Japanese and the medieval novel but 
there is no history on the integrated and continuous evolution of the novel as a genre. To him 
the European novel took form in Southern Europe at the dawn of the Modem Era and then
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expanded to other parts of the world, notably the Americas. In comparison with other novels, 
the European novel is unparalleled as regards the richness of its form, its evolution and its 
social role. Kundera also defines a novelist as someone who makes no great issue of his ideas 
but rather acts as an explorer who reveals some unknown aspects of existence. Kundera adds 
that the novelist is the writer who has made an impact at his or her time, in his or her country 
and on the history of ideas.
Perhaps one of the most thought-provoking descriptions of the novel is that of Colin Wilson 
in The Craft o f the Novel under the title “Structure and Technique”. Humans, like other living 
creatures, Wilson observes, find out that they are in a world that torments them beyond 
endurance. But while animals accept this condition without being able to articulate a sense of 
resentment, humans, especially philosophers and artists, try to adopt a rebellious attitude 
towards their fate. Artists therefore set themselves the task of “shattering the world into 
pieces and re-building it nearer to the heart’s desire” (Wilson 1975: 169). This may well be 
regarded as the basic aim of the novel. Indeed novelists create their own world and try to live 
in it. In their works, they try to represent the world with its imperfections. This technique 
allows the novelist to try to suggest means of correcting these imperfections. Novel writing, 
therefore, is about creation. Since our world is an imperfect place, the novelist aims at 
artistically exposing the imperfection of society. In the process, the artist is able to teach, or 
educate or instruct. James Joyce, for example, creates the image of the artist in A Portrait o f  
the Artist as a Young Man while George Orwell uses animals to expose autocracy in Animal 
Farm.
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The artistic representation of life, using the genre of the novel, started in West Africa as a 
result of the introduction of literacy in the region. It was further boosted by the realisation 
that the region’s stories as told by foreigners needed to be retold altogether, all the more so 
since such stories already existed and had been passed on from one generation to another in 
the form of oral tradition. The novel has, therefore, been borrowed from metropolitan culture 
from the West and “domesticated” to suit the West African condition. Because the writing 
and reading of the novel requires a certain level of imaginative reasoning, the introduction of 
Westem education equips both the novelist and the reader with what Obiechina describes as 
“the ability to slip imaginatively into circumstances and conditions of life beyond [writers’ 
and readers’] immediate milieu” (Obiechina 1975: 4). Also the use of European languages 
helps writers to reach a wider audience since the West African region is made up of many 
indigenous languages with only the European ones serving as lingua franca.
The West African novel may be described as the one about life in that region. Local colour, 
in most cases, underpins the stories, drawing on local environment and the way local speech 
habits, customs and mores are represented, giving the novel Such distinct qualities that depict 
the region’s social realities. The emergence of the West African novel coincided with many 
cultural, social, economic and political changes taking place in the sub-region. West African 
novelists, therefore, serve as their people's mouth piece and articulate their experience. Some 
West African novels (i.e. those by Achebe and Oyono) are didactic because they aim to serve 
as forums which enable writers as teachers and social reformers to analyse issues and suggest 
social reforms. In all, they are novels that marry elements of African social and cultural life 
with those of civilization in the “First World”.
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The prominent representation of the oral tradition distinguishes native West African writers 
from non-native ones. Obiechina (1975: 22) observes that European writers on West Africa 
are limited in their mission by their lack of in-depth knowledge of African culture and an 
inability to understand fully what he calls “the African psyche”. This situation, Obiechina 
adds, is further worsened by prejudice evident in colonial relationships as a result of which 
the European creative writer on Africa is likely to lack “the necessary humility and serious 
concern for truth normally expected in the imaginative exploration of characters and 
situations in a foreign milieu” (1975: 22). Many European writers, according to Obiechina, 
write about an Africa in the European imagination, showing no genuine interest in reality and 
authenticity. On the other hand, native West Africans who have benefited from Westem 
education acquire a background that places them in an advantageous position to serve as 
opinion leaders and educators who boldly explore the lives of their heroes with imagination. 
A number of them are school teachers who see their calling to educate society as going 
beyond the classroom and therefore engage in other scholarly activities, including novel 
writing. Obiechina explains that school teaching gives West African novelists “insight into 
cultural and human dispositions in the unfolding West African scene [...] and impulses that 
find creative outlet in the novel” (1975: 8). As a way of emphasising this point, Achebe 
(1975: 42) says many of his readers are young people who are either in school or college or 
have just graduated and they look to him as a teacher. He explains further that, as an African 
writer, he does not have to have a foreign audience in mind because most of his readers are 
African. Backing his assertion with statistics he reveals that in 1974, eight hundred copies of 
Things Fall Apart were sold in Britain, 20,000 in Nigeria and 2,500 in other parts of the 
world (Achebe 1975: 42).
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Achebe’s upbringing in a Christian and educated Ibo family played a vital role in the contents 
of his novels, since his personal life experience provides him with materials for events and 
characters. Whenever it becomes necessary, he makes use of his creative ability. For 
example, although he himself is a product of westem education, Achebe is able to enter 
imaginatively and empathically into the lives of his traditional characters and ably describe 
how they have been affected by the introduction of westem culture. He did not personally 
experience the circumstances of his hero but his rural upbringing and family background 
have helped him in developing that character. Okpewho (2003: 25-26) describes the empathie 
account of the Ibo society in the setting of Things Fall Apart as the most striking quality of 
the novel. Okpewho’s observation is based on the fact that Achebe has not quite gone out of 
his way to romanticize traditional Ibo culture. Rather it has been shown as incapable of 
withstanding unforeseen dangers of invading colonial forces. The author all the same presents 
the indigenous society as a well organised one in its religious and ethical systems and 
traditions.
Things Fall Apart and Une vie de hoy are of epic importance because, as works of art, they 
incorporate elements of memorable historical events. They correspond to what Merchant 
(1971) describes as two of the most important original functions of the epic, namely its 
relation to history and to everyday reality. Each of them is a chronicle of events and, in the 
case of Things Fall Apart, “a book of the tribe, a vital record of custom and tradition, and at 
the same time, a story-book for general entertainment” (Merchant 1971: 1). The story in Une 
vie de boy is not just the story of a houseboy but rather a history which chronicles the sad 
events that characterised the life of colonial administrators in Africa. As epics, these novels 
can be said to be of national significance since they embody the history and aspirations of 
Nigeria and Cameroon in a grandiose manner.
63
Things .Fall Apart can be designated as a primary epic because it arises mostly from the oral 
tradition. The involvement of deities and other supernatural agencies in the lives of the Ibos, 
heroic deeds, adventure, tragedy and the clash of cultures are of epic proportions. Okonkwo 
has the attributes of an epic hero: He is not only a warrior and leader but also a personality 
with a voice that can move his people. Another epic quality of the novel is that it is a story 
about the encounter between a traditional African community and an invading colonial force, 
an encounter which violently disrupted the peace, unity and development of that community 
and, therefore, a crucial historical landmark in the people’s life. The institution of what has 
become known as colonial culture has transformed many African societies, bringing them a 
modernization that they have accepted willingly or unwillingly. Colonialism virtually 
transformed every aspect of social and political life of the people, although traditional society 
has managed to coexist with the modem one. Any discussion of African society after 
colonization therefore involves two societies, the modem and the traditional ones. It is these 
societies that postcolonial African literature imaginatively represents in literary works.
The use of the English language in a special way also contributes to the epic quality of
Achebe’s Things Fall Apart. The author creates a discourse for his characters and this enables
them to speak a type of English that easily identifies them as closer to the oral rather than
literary tradition. The type of English involved here is derived from an innovative practice
inspired by indigenous African language and culture. The writer emulates and adopts aspects
of African languages and cultures to generate “a hybrid language, a third code” (Bandia
2008: 99). This innovative linguistic strategy does not only accommodate the use of African
proverbs, traditional maxims and anecdotes but also enables the writer to “counter the
hegemony of a powerful and oppressive colonial métropole” (Bandia 2009: 15). By asserting
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his cultural heritage, and subverting the legacies of colonialism in the process, Achebe 
preserves African culture and brings it to the global literary stage in a form that Africans can 
identify themselves with.
While Achebe’s approach as described above is typical of Anglophone writers’ attempt to 
“recreate West African cultural life in fiction” (Obiechina 1975: 28), Oyono’s differs 
significantly because of the history behind the evolution of Francophone literature (see 
Michelman 1976: 43-44, Okpewho 2003: 5, and Bandia 2008: 131-132). While British 
indirect rule did not stand between indigenous Africans and their culture, French colonial 
administration was unwilling to allow their language to undergo any measure of adaptation to 
the cultures of the colonies. This is also due largely to the French colonial policy of 
assimilation by which the French sought to tum the colonial subjects into French citizens (as 
explained under “Historical and Political Background” to West Africa above). French life and 
values were also imposed on the affected colonies' peoples and cultures with individuals like 
Leopold Sedar Senghor of Senegal, selected for intensive assimilation and granted French 
citizenship. These assimilated citizens constituted privileged elite who had adopted the 
French way of life and acquired mastery of written and spoken French. Most of the writers in 
the Francophone world were drawn from this group of “assimilated” scholars.
Given the above background, it is not surprising that, although Oyono represented a variety 
of French that his illiterate or village characters speak, his style is still not as innovative as 
that of Achebe. It is worth stating, though, that after many years of independence. 
Francophone writers are now less committed to metropolitan French. Moreover, much is 
being done at the moment to adapt the French language for local use in what Bandia refers to
as “linguistic appropriation” (2008: 132). Yet still it has not been easy for these writers to 
free themselves from an assimilation policy that had for many years made them different 
from former English colonies.
Oyono, according to Chevrier (1977: 57-58), adopts a typical novelistic style, having been 
inspired by great French writers like Honoré de Balzac, Emile Zola and Guy de Maupassant. 
Oyono is said to have had in mind the French reading public, which needed to be informed 
and educated about colonialism, whose ills have often been ignored. Moreover, his story is 
based on what the framed narrator and protagonist had recorded in a diary, making the 
novel’s overall structure more complex ftian what we see in Things Fall Apart. Thus his 
targeted audience being predominantly European, and writing his satirical novel in a variety 
of French which is as close as possible to that of native speakers of the language, Oyono’s 
circumstances are different from those of Achebe. In the end, however, both West African 
novelists measure up to literary critics’ definition of epic novels. In particular, Oyono “acts as 
an explorer who reveals some unknown aspects of existence” about colonialism in Africa and 
Achebe “is the writer who has made an impact at his time, in his country and on the history of 
ideas” (see Kundera 1988: 142) about his people, the Ibos in particular and Africans in 
general.
It is to be acknowledged that apart from its dehumanising and epistemic nature, colonialism 
had a different appeal to African writers like Achebe and Oyono who were bom within the 
period between European mle and decolonisation (between 1900 and 1945). To these writers, 
colonialism brought not only the loss of culture and dignity but also the challenges and 
opportunities of modernity. Gikandi (2004: 56) observes that the opportunities given to
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colonised people of Africa through the organisation of Pan-African conferences and seminars 
and the subsequent physical contact with the world of culture are all bound to have immense 
influence on the intellectual development of the African. In other words, because the world of 
culture is able to give the sons and daughters of Africa opportunities for education and self­
development “this contact and influence are bound to have a beneficial effect upon the world 
and hasten human progress.” (Langley 1979: 738) The colonial process also served as an 
interruption in the long existence of African history. This implies that the production of 
modem African literature would have to involve both the modem and the traditional worlds. 
It is a task that demands imagination on the part of African writers, especially since it 
involves the use of European languages.
2.8 In Conclusion
This chapter has so far been dealing with historical and political developments that led to the 
colonisation of West Africa by Britain, France, Germany and Portugal and how this seriously 
affected the cultural, political and economic development of the region. Although by the 
1960s, all countries were granted independence by the various European countries, 
colonialism, it has been observed, seriously dismpted the West African people’s way of life. 
The whole colonial enterprise proves to be a clash of two different cultures, one being that of 
modem industrialised Europe and the other the indigenous culture of West Africa. Some of 
the disadvantages of this encounter are economic exploitation and the destruction and 
suppression of African culture and values. On the other hand. West Africans’ encounter with 
Europeans also brought with it some advantages. These include the introduction of literacy 
and money economy. Thus thanks to the advantages of colonialism, Africans have been 
empowered to freely express themselves at world forums and to fight for independence. They
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are also able to produce scholars who are cable of articulating the African experience using a 
sophisticated genre like the novel.
In chapters that follow, therefore, the discussion will engage with the extent to which African 
intellectuals effectively use their newly discovered tongues to articulate their Afiican 
experience. Creative writing by Afiicans in European languages, according to Bandia (2008: 
24), is generally influenced by African oral tradition. What this means is that African writers 
are either inspired by stories, tales, proverbs and others which exist originally in their 
indigenous African languages, or they translate them into their European languages of 
expression. Since these European languages cannot easily accommodate indigenous African 
thought, it is the aim of this research to investigate how successful African authors are in 
negotiating the difficulty of expressing their ideas in languages that are foreign to their 
Culture.
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Chapter 3
The Use of Language in Things Fall Apart
3.1 Introduction
In his description of the language of African literature, Ngugi (1981: 4) asserts that people’s 
choice of language and the use to which they put it is central to their sense of identity in 
relation to their natural and social environment and the universe as a whole. Also a 
sociolinguist, R. A. Hudson, in his observation on how language relates to culture, states that 
each language has words to express most concepts relevant to the culture of the people. In 
other words, Hudson observes, “most words in each language will express cultural concepts, 
definable only in terms of the culture concerned” (Hudson 1996: 9). Ngugi, like many 
African writers, believes that it is only in indigenous African languages that African writers 
can appropriately represent their culture. Those who share this opinion on the production of 
African literature even propose that indigenous African languages should be promoted from 
primary schools to universities in the context of national language policies for African 
countries. Such a language policy; it is argued, will ensure that the people of Africa will be 
given the opportunity to express themselves and communicate in a language that they can 
identify with.
Although Ngugi’s argument may sound reasonable, it is difficult to reconcile it with the 
reality of the situation in which independent African countries found themselves after 
decades, in some cases, centuries of political domination. The linguistic change that has 
become the lot of Africans south of the Sahara is not without precedent. Gerard (1991: ii) 
recalls that when Julius Caesar conquered Gaul, he initiated a development after which the 
indigenous Celtic languages of the population disappeared. Although Latin was not imposed
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on the Gauls, the people themselves realized, according to Gerard, that if they were to benefit 
from the power and prosperity of the Empire, it was necessary for them to leam the dominant 
language to facilitate their communication with “the soldiers, functionaries, settlers and 
traders from the City” (Gerard 1991: ii). In the case of Africa, although colonialism disrupted 
indigenous social development, it helped to create big political units in place of small, 
scattered ones. This is the case especially in Nigeria where there used to be hundreds of 
autonomous communities, especially in view of the statistics on indigenous languages and 
ethnic groups provided in the Introduction to the thesis (see Simpson and Oyetade 2008: 172- 
75).
Gerard argues further that because African writers often have to go through a process in the 
use of their “chosen tongue”, there is “a horrible distortion of the African experience and 
sensibility to which it was their purpose to give written utterance” (Gerard 1991: iv). As a 
result, they have no other alternative but to adopt the languages of powerful European 
nations. Thus in a typical heterogeneous Afiican community, preference is given to the 
colonizer’s language as a unifying factor rather than a particular vernacular tongue that may 
not be acceptable to other ethnic groups. Also being a language of power and the 
international medium of communication and exchange, a European language is the best 
lingua fi'anca and tool for administration, commerce, politics and technological development 
in a society that is opening up to the international community. In spite of all the 
inconveniences associated with the colonial experience, it has created a "bilingual existence" 
(Bandia 2009: 15) which offers the Afirican writer the opportunity to write either in an 
African or European language. The preferred choice is European language since apart from 
being global and powerful, it is accessible to a wider readership. More importantly, the genre 
of the novel emerged historically in European languages.
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Making a strong case for the use of the English language, Chinua Achebe in an article 
entitled “The African Writer and the English Language” (1975: 55-62), argues that 
colonialism seriously disrupted life in Africa but it created big political units that brought 
together scattered ones. Making reference to the case of Nigeria in particular, he says history 
has forced a world language, the English language, down the throat of the people, adding that 
writers should see the great advantage in writing in such a language. Achebe thinks people 
should “not in rejecting the evil throw out the good with it” (1975: 58). Thus although 
European languages that Africans have had to adopt are considered as tools of oppression, 
pragmatic thinkers like Achebe have endeavoured to make the best out of the colonial 
situation. In using the adopted languages, however, writers try not to depart from their 
indigenous tradition and culture. Most African writers who, like Achebe, decide to articulate 
indigenous discourse in European languages also see it as a duty because it is by using a 
powerful language like English that they can prevent non-Africans from either deliberately or 
unintentionally distorting their history.
This chapter will demonstrate the language Achebe uses in Things Fall Apart for a valid 
representation of the Ibo community, while endeavouring at the same time to keep to the 
norms of English grammar as far as possible. Achebe’s approach to literary production is 
fully endorsed and shared by other African writers and critics like Chantai Zebus, Gabriel 
Okara and Amadou Kone.
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3.2 African Novel, European Genre
The need for the African novel to rely on a foreign genre inevitably revives Spivak’s (1999) 
argument in the essay, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” Spivak is using the word subaltern, which 
normally means “a person holding a subordinate position, originally a junior officer in the 
British army” (Leitch et al 2001: 2194), to ask if postcolonial critics can give “silenced 
others” a voice. Although Spivak’s argument sounds controversial, it is nevertheless not easy 
to dismiss the fact that postcolonial writers, for all their ‘benevolence’, cannot easily undo the 
epistemological system in which their formal education is founded, enabling them to become 
writers. After all the European invaders also claimed that their colonising “mission” was 
motivated by the desire to bring the fruits of their own civilisation. While appreciating the 
beneficial nature of building of schools and churches in addition to establishing industries 
throughout the continent, the fact that Africans have had their traditional development and 
religion disrupted irretrievably is an incontrovertible fact. European laws, religion and ways 
of understanding the world have been imposed on them, to the extent that African customs, 
traditions and lifestyles have in many ways been outlawed or become unsustainable.
Basing her argument on how whiteness (see Gamer 2007) is created through the so-called
benevolence of colonialism (‘superior’ whites out of benevolence colonised ‘inferior’ races),
Spivak scmtinizes the colonialists' designation of themselves as saviours and maintains that
efforts by intellectuals to give the subaltern a voice in history will be doubly open to some
dangers. She adds, “It is in acknowledgement of these dangers rather than a solution to a
problem that I put together the sentence ‘White men are saving brown women from brown
men'” (Spivak 1999: 284). It is a reference to how, owing to colonial intervention in India,
traditional customs that were cmel to women (for example sati, the custom of burning a
widow on her husband's funeral pyre) were outlawed. While this intervention helped to
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secure some kind of freedom for some Indian women, it also enabled the British to 
consolidate their power in India and to assert the difference between British "civilization" and 
Indian "barbarism". It also serves to justify colonial intervention and, by implication, portray 
white men (colonialists) as saviours and scapegoat brown men (Indian men) as oppressors. In 
the end, therefore, indigenous cultures were overshadowed and denied any legitimacy. The 
question (see Leitch et al 2001: 2194-5) is whether intellectuals can avoid such 
condescension in their claim to represent the oppressed and voiceless.
Spivak goes on to argue that intellectuals cannot succeed in their bid to connect with the 
oppressed by creating a discourse system that will serve as their voice. Her criticism is based 
on the problem of epistemic violence through which the colonial subject is always 
discursively constituted as other. Intellectual power, she maintains, functions discursively to 
produce the very subject over which it exercises mastery. In other words, intellectuals create 
a situation where they see others as voiceless and then elect themselves as their advocates. 
Spivak concedes the good in creating a discourse system that helps to connect with the 
oppressed and then link them with the master discourse, which belongs to the colonial master. 
She wonders, however, whether such a system could succeed. Spivak is convinced that 
‘subaltemity’ cannot be articulated, with or without the intervention of well-intentioned 
intellectuals because “in the context of colonial production, the subaltern has no history and 
cannot speak” (Spivak 1999: 274). Also, owing to colonialism, modem African societies 
have been created with the result that economic, political, cultural and social life is based on 
westem discourse. The only Africans who can identify themselves with this discourse are 
those who have benefited from Westem education and acquired a Westem lifestyle. This in 
itself alienates them from their own people -  that is the ordinary, less privileged and more 
obviously disadvantaged members of African communities.
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While Spivak does of course speak in sympathy with the subaltern, she is nevertheless among 
the critics who belong to the privileged class that they are criticising. As intellectuals they 
identify themselves with Westem discourse which alienates them, like all other intellectuals, 
from the ordinary people, the uneducated majority. Since by their own yard stick they cannot 
speak for the subaltem, the ordinary man or woman will remain voiceless and even without a 
mediator. As critics argue (see Leitch et al 2001: 2196), Spivak “leaves us no place to stand”. 
But there must be a middle ground from where subaltems can also be identified with a 
discourse through which their voices can be heard, no matter how faintly.
The advent of postcolonial literary production is an indication that there is a means by which 
the voiceless can be given a platform. Indeed postcolonial intellectuals have devised a means 
to indigenize the language of the Empire to express their African experience. It is a process 
that Bandia (2008: 100) describes as being “the result of a conscious and deliberate attempt at 
'bending' the European language to convey African linguistic and socio-cultural reality.” 
Indeed, postcolonial writers like Chinua Achebe (1975) and Ngugi wa Thiong’o (1981) 
maintain that non-Africans lack the requisite competence to speak for Africans.
In Achebe’s essay referred to earlier on “The African Writer and the English Language” 
(Achebe 1975: 55-62), he also answers a number of questions on the African writer’s use of 
European languages in a manner that will help create a new voice for Africa. In Achebe’s 
opinion, although an African writer can leam a European language well enough to be able to 
use it effectively in creative writing, it is neither necessary nor desirable for that writer to 
ever leam to use the language as a native speaker. Achebe contends that the price that a world
language should be prepared to pay is that it should submit to all kinds of use. He therefore 
recommends that the African writer should use English with a technique that “brings out his 
message best without altering the language to the extent that its value as a medium of 
international exchange will be lost” (Achebe 1^75: 61). Achebe conceives of writers whose 
fiction brings about a fresh and original aesthetic and intellectual experience for their 
audience.
Zabus (1991) suggests that for the purpose of creating the new language that Achebe talks 
about African writers have to decolonize the European language they are using, that is shed it 
“of colonial relics inherited from colonial history in all spheres (not only the socio- 
economico-political one)” (Zabus 1991: 2). Zabus’ theory of creating a new language for the 
African writer has been informed by the fact that the writer, because his or her mother tongue 
has not reached the stage of developing a written form, is compelled to adopt another tongue, 
forced on him or her through the educational system inherited from Europe. This situation 
calls on African writers to devise a method of subduing the colonial tongue and subverting it 
in the process in order to use it on their own terms.
“Indigenization”, also known in linguistics as “nativization”, is another process through 
which, according to Zabus, writers represent their own civilization in European languages. 
This refers to African authors’ “attempt at textualizing linguistic differentiation and at 
conveying indigenous concepts, thought-pattems, and linguistic features through the ex­
colonizer’s language” (Zabus 1991: 3). To achieve their aim, these writers use linguistic 
innovative practices so as to appropriate the colonial languages, giving them “a distinct 
African flavour” (Bandia 2002: 2). Senghor explains that, as a writer, he is obliged to bend
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the French language to meet his indigenous exigencies. According to Senghor the French 
language is musical but not expressive and when he makes it adjust to the African tone a 
“concrete and vivid language” (in Egejuru, 1980, pp 33-34) emerges.
African literary production also involves what is described as “outright linguistic 
experimentation^^ based on literal translations from oral narratives” (Bandia 2002: 4). Here 
the work of fiction borrows from oral narratives in a process called “translation as a metaphor 
for writing” (ibid.), because African fiction usually borrows, in one way or the other, from 
the oral narratives, either in terms of style or content. This then results in a discourse that is 
hybrid in nature and in a language referred to as a “third code” (Bandia 2002: 4). Thus 
through the process of translation, African “minority” culture (in terms of power and 
influence) is transported across linguistic boundaries and relocated into a hegemonic 
“dominant” culture. Okara (1963) is a known African writer who is reputed for interlingual 
literary translation practice in his writing, especially in his novel The Voice. He states:
As a writer who believes in the utilization of African ideas, African philosophy and African 
folklore and imagery to the fullest extent possible, I am of the opinion the only way to use them 
effectively is to translate them almost literally from the African language native to the writer into 
whatever European language he is using as medium of expression. (1963: 10)
This technique otherwise called “writing as translation” needs, however, to be distinguished 
from the conventional work of a translator which generally is the transposition of a text. In 
the case of postcolonial writers, “they are transposing a culture” (Tymoczko 1998: 20) in
This linguistic experimentation, according to postcolonial literary theorists (Obiechina 1975, Tymoczko 
1998, Bandia 2008) takes the form o f intercultural writing as translation by which writers “translate” from their 
indigenous oral-tradition discourse into a written European one. '
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their literary works. Postcolonial writing in the form of translation is also characterised by the 
fact that it is inspired by an “imaginary” source text from Afi-ican oral narratives or oral 
tradition of the source culture, a kind of “metatext of culture (Tymoczko 1998: 20), 
whereas normal translation is based on a physical source language text. Bandia (2002) 
stresses postcolonial writers’ quest in this enterprise to create a “third space” where they can 
inscribe their identity and find their voice “within a global literary machine and its 
arborescent structure” (2002: 5), as represented diagrammatically as follows:
A fr ic a n T h ird  s p a c e E u r o p e a n
The geographical displacement by which the culture of the dominant metropolitan language 
is deterritorialized and then reterritorialized within a postcolonial space is one of the 
important factors in pOstcolonial literary production. What then takes place in the new space 
is a blending of indigenous and Westem discourse to create an “Other code, a third code, 
which is hybrid in nature, a ‘code métissé’, which is neither completely detached from its 
African nor its European sources” (Bandia 2002: 6). The “in-between code” having found a 
new space for the author and his or her audience now helps to free the postcolonial literature 
of the linguistic and cultural norms that distance writers from their audience. Thus the writer
11 This type of translation does not involve an “original” text as we normally know it. The writer is, in fact, 
transposing his/her indigenous culture as a background to his/her literary work.
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tries to rid his or her work of the linguistic and cultural hegemony of the colonizer’s 
language, creating a literature which has a life of its own which is no longer dependent on 
dominant colonial norms.
3.3 Chinua Achebe's Approach
One of the reasons why most African literary scholars took to novel writing, it would be 
recalled from the introduction to this thesis, was that they wanted to create a new type of 
literary representation of themselves and their history. The choice to write in European 
languages is not only a result of the colonial legacy and the circumstances it imposed on 
Africans, but also of the need to reach an international audience “whose assistance and 
understanding were necessary in the struggle against colonization” (Bandia 2002: 3). In 
particular, the writers aimed to produce a new form of art that would appeal to the emerging 
literate population, including African students who were anxious to increase their knowledge 
and Europeans eager to know more about Africa from Africans themselves. The African 
writer’s mission was also dictated by the misrepresentation of African life by some pioneer 
novels which Achebe describes as “appalling novels about Africa” (1975: 70). Achebe says 
the moment he realized on reading one of them. Heart o f Darkness, that he was not supposed 
to be part of Marlow’s crew sailing down the Congo but one of those on the shore, jumping 
and clapping and making faces and so on, then he realized that was not him, and that that 
story had to be told again. Highlighting this, Izevbaye observes: “The colonial perception of 
Africans and their civilization, as reflected in European literature and ethnography, so 
affected the social and psychological state of Africans that Achebe must retell the story of the 
African past to educate Europeans and Africans alike” (Izevbaye 1991: 45).
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For Achebe to refute the myth that Africa is made up of primitive people without a culture, he 
devised an art form that brings out a more realistic picture of his traditional community which 
has its imperfections but also its glamour. Determined to make this innovative art reach as 
wide an audience as possible, Achebe “borrowed the raw clay of English, [a language of 
power], pounded it, moulded and reshaped it into an admirable vehicle for expressing the 
psyche of his people” (Michelman 1976: 41). A complete departure from the traditional novel 
writing practised by pioneer postcolonial writers, mostly Europeans, who wrote about Africa, 
Achebe employed a number of innovative techniques in order to portray the socio-cultural 
and sociolinguistic realities of life in his traditional Ibo community. The most common 
feature of Achebe’s approach is “outright linguistic experimentation based on literal 
translations from [Ibo] oral narratives” (Bandia 2002: 4), including indigenous proverbs and 
adages. It is a process that enables the writer to borrow fiction from a purely oral tradition to 
a highly developed intellectual receptor language. The author says in the first chapter of 
Things Fall Apart that “[a]mong the Ibo the art of conversation is regarded very highly, and 
proverbs are the palm-oil with which words are eaten” (p. 5). This information is a 
metaphorical way of stating that the novel is set in a traditional Ibo community and that the 
language that readers can expect from the characters will be embellished with proverbs 
translated from the indigenous language of the people who constitute Ibo society. It also 
explains why Okoye, Unoka's visitor and creditor, “said [his] next half a dozen sentences in 
proverbs” (p. 5), having spoken plainly from the beginning.
Proverbs, according to Simpson (2004: ix-xii), are traditional sayings of universal truth which 
offer advice and present a moral, but he adds that their use is gradually declining in 
popularity. This, Simpson maintains, is because many proverbial phrases are now used 
loosely to include metaphorical phrases, similes and descriptive epithets. Besides proverbs
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can easily turn into cliches and become conveyors of the “common knowledge of 
yesteryears” (Simpson 2004: ix). Simpson draws attention to the contradiction which is often 
seen in the use of proverbs, as seen in his examples, “Too many cooks spoil the broth” 
(literally meaning when an undertaking is assigned to many people it may lead to confusion) 
and “Many hands make light work” (2004: x) (meaning a task becomes easier when many 
people are involved in it). All the same, Simpson maintains, the importance of a proverb 
cannot be overlooked since it has “retained its popularity as a homely commentary on life and 
as a reminder that the wisdom of our ancestors may still be useful to us today” (2004: x). 
Thus, Simpson notes, proverbs continue to be created, even in the present computer age. 
Afiican writers, for their part, consider the use of proverbs as one of the most legitimate 
means by which they can articulate values of past civilization, preserved through oral 
tradition.
Adeeko (1998) describes the proverb as a marker of narrative locality in Afirican literature, 
adding that although proverbs, as flowers and vehicles of thought, appear to be trite sentences 
they are widely used, even in intellectual discourse, because of the profound truth they are 
expected to convey. To further illustrate the importance of proverbs as conduits of wisdom 
and “decorators of thought”, Adeeko quotes William Camden’s (1614) definition: “proverbs 
are concise, witty, and wise speeches grounded upon long experience, containing for the most 
part good caveats and therefore profitable and delightful” (quoted in Whiting 1932: 293). 
Adeeko further seeks to prove that the logocentric view about proverbs is not limited to the 
West by quoting a seventh century Tamil scholar, Topilkayyar, who defines a proverb as “an 
old saying containing depth of knowledge, brevity, clarity and simplicity as its special 
characteristics and it will come as a quotation in a given situation” (quoted in Lourdu 1984: 
129). Proverbs, Adeeko maintains, have gone through stages of development over the years,
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with its seventeenth century components being “Sense, Shortness, and Salt” (Adeeko 1998: 
30). These features eventually lost their significance and popular phrases became proverbs. 
They are noted for their rhyme, alliteration, brevity, hyperbole, and epigrams and other 
memory enhancing figures which dwell on sound and economy of words. Adeeko 
demonstrates, however, how in a typical African community like Ghana phrases are only 
considered as proverbs if they contain striking imagery. Thus a statement like “Hear the 
instruction of thy father and forsake not the law of thy mother” (biblical) and a secular saying 
like “A friend in need is a friend indeed,” are not considered as proverbs by the Akan (a 
Ghanaian ethnic community) because they contain no striking imageries. A popular attribute 
of the proverb, though, according to Adeeko, is its popularity and aeceptance. This criterion, 
in the view of some scholars, establishes that “wisdom” is attributed to an expression because 
it has passed the test of time. Thus no matter how wise or salted a saying is, if it does not 
enjoy wide acceptance and usage, it cannot be considered as a proverb. A test of this attribute 
of the proverb is.that the “user validates his or her own observations with a received 
knowledge by both the speaker and the audience” (Adeeko 1998: 31).
One of the characteristics of proverbs, according to Adeeko, is that they reflect the principles 
of human behaviour in the societies that formulate them. An example of this is how Alger 
(1863: 178) finds in proverbs,
“the indrawn meditativeness o f the Hindu, the fiery imagination o f the Arab, the devout and 
prudential understanding of the Hebrew, the aesthetic subtlety o f the Greek, the legal breadth and 
sensual recklessness of the Roman, the martial frenzy o f the Goth, the chivalric and dark pride o f  
the Spaniard, the treacherous blood of the Italian, the mercurial vanity of the Frenchman, the blunt 
realism of the Englishman”.
Proverbs, therefore, seek to capture the philosophical thought process of people who use
them. According to Adeeko, proverbs are also in the form of sayings classified as social
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codes (legal, philosophical, ethical, commercial, etc.) which are expressed in injunctive and 
declarative clauses. Because they direct, urge, and dictate actions, they appear to have the 
force of law.
Adeeko also dwells on “Edwin Loeb’s little-known speculative study” (1998: 33) to explain 
and to establish the relationship between proverb origin and human intellectual growth. 
According to this study, the earliest recorded occurrences of proverbs correlated with human 
intellectual development. The study further claims that although farming communities had 
sophisticated thinkers who were associated with the earliest occurrences of proverbs, their 
inefficient use of resources affected their “economic prowess at the verbal abstract level” 
(1998: 33). On the other hand, cattle breeders, as efficient users of capital, had the ability to 
invent portable wealth and use language imaginatively. The use of proverbs to these people 
served as the most efficient means of communication; it was “the general fund of primitive 
philosophy, ethics, and law” (Loeb 1952: 101). Comparing hunter-gatherers and farmers to 
cattle breeders, Loeb’s study concludes that the former practised delusional thinking while 
the latter engaged in more “scientific” reasoning.
In terms of pragmatic linguistics, however, Adeeko asserts, proverbs serve as useful channels 
of communication which adapt to social needs. In this context, proverbs, when they are short 
and witty or “spicy” and widely known among members of a speech community, promote 
efficient communication. According to Adeeko:
The oral milieu in which proverbs were invented made it imperative that the speaker should 
dispatch the essence of a thought unit in the smallest number of words possible, and in forms open- 
ended enough for the receiver to decipher the sender’s intent. Proverbs users draw codes from a 
communal linguistic pool and parcel the same out to the listeners who then infer a meaning after 
factoring in instantiating conditions (1998: 34).
Another important element in the use of proverbs is that they are put in customary context 
since they contain customary meanings which the receiver applies to the proverb. Proverbs 
therefore take the form that enables them to serve the society that invented them. Drawing on 
an example provided by Owomoyela (1985), Adeeko gives evidence of how proverbs serve 
as compact communication models in Yoruba language. An example is the adage which, 
when translated from Yoruba, reads: “To a well-bred person half a speech is enough; when it 
reaches his inside it becomes whole”. It is similar to the English saying, “A word to the wise 
is enough”, and it recommends brevity in discourse in order not to belabour a point. “It will 
not be my mouth that will proclaim that the chiefs mother is a witch,” is a much more 
elaborate Yoruba proverb translated into English and it illustrates how discretion is required 
in speech protocol.
Proverbs then, according to Adeeko, citing structuralists, have no definite linguirtic formula 
but are a store of citations kept by particular communities who use them as and when 
required. This description also attributes some arbitrariness to the classification of particular 
sayings as proverbs. An important characteristic, however, is that they “are meaning- 
governed expressions whose main function in conversation is to give cultural depth to a 
speaker’s thought” (1998: 36). The following meta-proverbs illustrate the contextual 
meanings of proverbs:
“The soup of speech is the proverb” (Birom); “Proverbs are the palm-oil with which words are 
chewed” (Idoma); “A proverb is to speech what salt is to food” (Arabic); “What flowers are to 
gardens, spices to food, gems to a garment, and stars to heaven, such are proverbs interwoven in 
speech” (Hebrew); “Proverbs are salt-pits from which you may extract salt and sprinkle it where 
you will” (Roman); “Proverbs are the adornment of speech” (Ilaje and Persian); “A speech 
properly garnished with proverbs, parables, and wisdom is pleasant to hear” (Ovambo). The Zulu 
say that “without the proverbs, the language would be but a skeleton without flesh, a body without 
soul.” (Adeeko 1998: 38)
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Adeeko seems to support Achebe’s assertion that the use of proverbs in the Ibo community is 
equated to good speech with the quotation, “He who advises me not to employ proverbs when 
speaking, may he climb palm-trees without the climbing rope”. Similarly, among the Yoruba, 
the importance of proverbs in speech is seen in the saying, “A proverb is the ‘horse’ of 
words; if a word is lost, a proverb is used to find it”. Related to proverbs in the use of 
language to express traditional African wisdom and wit are aphorisms, maxims and wise 
sayings in general. These nuggets of truth constitute the stock of wisdom and knowledge that 
have been passed from one generation to another in the form of oral tradition. Thus any 
writer who wants to represent the indigenous African community cannot afford to ignore 
these vital ingredients of traditional African discourse. Achebe displays his “integrity, 
knowledge, and historical and cultural visions” (Obiechina 1991: 36) in the way he 
artistically uses this store of traditional wisdom to handle the themes of conflict and change 
in Things Fall Apart.
The hero of Things Fall Apart, Okonkwo, is a man who spends most of his time fighting so 
as not to be considered a weakling like his father, Unoka. A great warrior and a successful 
farmer, Okonkwo’s over ambition goads him into conflict not only with invading European 
forces but also with his community because of his refusal to accept an inevitable change, 
which makes him fall out of tune with developments in the community. The author makes 
abundant use of his community’s reserve of proverbs and other wise sayings to illustrate the 
rise to prominence and tragic fall of Okonkwo. One of the first proverbs that relates to the 
hero is: “an old woman is always uneasy when dry bones are mentioned in a proverb” (p 15). 
This means that people usually feel uncomfortable when their own weakness is being alluded 
to. The incident here is about Obiako, a man who, on consulting an oracle, is told that his 
dead father had asked him to sacrifice a goat to him. He asks the oracle to ask his dead father
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if he had ever had a fowl when he was alive. “Okonkwo [then] remembered his own father.” 
(p 15) This also sums up what the author has earlier described as circumstances that generate 
fear in Okonkwo who, “ruled his household with heavy hand [although, perhaps] deep down 
in his heart [he] is not a cruel man”, (p 9). Okonkwo’s greatest source of anxiety “was the 
fear of himself, lest he should be found to resemble his father.” (pp 9-10) A method that 
Okonkwo devises to overcome this fear psychologically is to boast of his deeds without any 
form of humility. To convince a successful farmer, Nwakibie, to help him with seed yam in 
his youth, he says “The lizard that jumped from the high iroko tree to the ground said he 
would praise himself if no one else did” (pp 15-16). The hero here is full of praises for 
himself as a young man who is known for his dedication to hard work.
As the plot of the novel begins to take shape, Okonkwo is portrayed as a successful member 
of his community in both physical and spiritual terms:
... Okonkwo’s palm-kemels had [not] been cracked for him by a benevolent spirit. He had cracked 
them himself. Anyone who knew his grim struggle against poverty and misfortune could not say 
he had been lucky. If ever a man deserved his success, that man was Okonkwo. At an early age, he 
had achieved fame as the greatest wrestler in all the land. That was not luck. At the most one could 
say that his chP or personal god was good. But the Ibo people have a proverb that when a man 
says yes his chi says yes also. Okonkwo says yes strongly, so his chi agreed. And not only his chi 
but his clan too, because it judged a man by the work of his hands (p 19).
At a point in the life of the protagonist, success has gone to his head and he starts behaving 
like “the little bird nza who so far forgot himself after a heavy meal that he challenged his 
ch r  (p 22). The Ibo saying used here is an allusion to one of the animal stories which Achebe 
employs in his novel to express traditional wisdom and teach a lesson. The little bird in this 
story behaves like a man from a humble background but who, having risen to prominence.
The word as used here (see Achebe 1958: 149; Achebe: 1975: 93-103) should not be confused with the 
Chinese unit o f length. Also worth noting is the italicising o f non-European words used by some postcolonial 
writers as part o f their decolonising strategies.
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forgets his physical limitations triggering his spiritual downfall. On this particular occasion, 
Okonkwo beats one of his wives, Ojiugo, during the week of peace in violation of the clan’s 
regulations. Spiritual failures of this nature are not uncommon. The author, known for his 
Christian background, could have been drawing a contrast between Okonkwo's spiritual 
short-sightedness and the type of maturity displayed in the Bible by Agur when he prays to 
God not to bestow so much blessing on him that he will become swollen-headed and say, 
“Who is the Lord?” (Proverbs 30: 9)
Okonkwo is described as a brave warrior but not an orator, and he often prefers using his fist 
rather than words (p 3). His limited knowledge of the wise words that elders of Umuofia are 
noted for is seen in his unconvincing opinion that “[a] child’s fingers are not scalded by a 
piece of hot yam which its mother puts into its palm” (p 47). The argument that Okonkwo 
seeks to make with this proverb is that the gods cannot punish him for carrying out their own 
orders, i.e. the execution of Ikemefuna. He has forgotten that elders also say that the gods can 
put a burning coal in a child’s hands but with the caveat that they ask him or her to carry it 
with care (Achebe 1964: 26). As argued by Opata (2003: 93), Okonkwo fails to see the 
argument beyond the carrying out of the wish of the Oracle of the Hills and the Caves. 
Otherwise he would have appreciated the wisdom in Obierika’s advice that he should have 
allowed someone else to execute the order since Okonkwo's direct involvement "will not 
please the earth" (p 46). Ironically, when Okonkwo’s hubris is sanctioned by the gods, 
Obierika is one of the people who mourn over the punishment for an offence committed 
inadvertently. It could, however, be understood in the context that “if one finger brought oil it 
soiled the others” (p. 86). The Akans of Ghana also have a saying that people always cry for 
themselves. What this means is that at a funeral mourners do not actually cry for the bereaved 
as such but for themselves because they are thinking of the day they will also die.
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In Ibo cosmology, most of the judgments by the gods are beyond human comprehension. To 
guard against the wrath of the gods, humans are advised to be circumspect in their actions 
and know the limits to their human capability since “no matter how strong a man was he 
should never challenge his chF (Achebe 1964: 27). This is why it is immaterial that friends 
of Okonkwo like Obierika find it difficult to comprehend why the hero of Things Fall Apart 
is condemned to go into exile for a death that he causes accidentally. Even in exile, 
Okonkwo’s commitment to a new life comparable to “learning to become left-handed in old 
age” (p 92), i.e. “beginning life anew without the vigour and enthusiasm of youth” (p 92) still 
lacks the spiritual balance that will forestall similar calamities in future. As a warrior and 
successful farmer whose projected sense of identity is too dependent on the demonstration of 
masculinity, Okonkwo is too spiritually blind to begin seeing the importance in the saying 
that “Mother is supreme” (p 94). Had he pondered carefully over his maternal uncle, 
Uchendu’s, lectures he would have started knowing the advantage of learning to adjust to 
every situation, even in his old age.
Achebe’s Westem education and Christian background, in Irele’s (2000: 9) opinion, might
have largely influenced the plot and development of his novel. Things Fall Apart. The belief
in Christianity that vengeance belongs to God (Hebrews 10:30) mns parallel to the opinion of
some Ibo elders that “It is not our custom to fight for our gods [...] Let us not presume to do
so now. If a man kills the sacred python in the secrecy of his hut, the matter lies between him
and the god [...] If we put ourselves between the god and his victim we may receive blows.
intended for the offender” (p 113). On his return to Umuofia after seven years of exile,
Okonkwo discovers that his place has not been waiting for him because “[t]he clan was like a
lizard; if it lost its tail it soon grew another” (p. 121). His inability to conform to changes in
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his community makes him the hardliner whose actions are in confrontation with those of 
over-zealous converts in the Christian religion who, like “the Outsider who wept louder than 
the bereaved” (p. 131), fuelled Mr Smith’s confrontational policies towards the people. Once 
again, Achebe draws a parallel between the old order and the new one and a Christian reality, 
as seen in the Old Testament with its eye for an eye policy as against the New Testament’s 
forgiveness of sin.
3.4 Mixture of Language Varieties
As a typical postcolonial writer, Achebe sometimes chooses to alternate between language 
systems or varieties. Zabus (1991: 6) talks about the process which involves the fusing of 
European languages by writers as a way of decolonizing them. For example they use code­
switching (CS) and code-mixing (CM) as “poly-lingual writing techniques” (Zabus 1991: 6) 
to assign roles to their characters. Hudson (1996: 51) explains that CS occurs in a bilingual or 
multilingual situation where anyone who speaks more than one language chooses between 
them to suit a particular occasion. People switch codes because each language has a social 
function which no other language can perform. Hudson adds that CS enables individuals to 
manipulate the norms governing the use of language varieties instead of acting “as 
sociolinguistic robots [who are] able to talk only within the constraints laid down by the 
norms of their society” (Hudson 1996: 53). While CS occurs in situations where language 
changes to correspond to changes in situation, CM is used by bilingual speakers without any 
change in situation. They use a few words of one language and then a few words of another. 
In this case, speakers balance “two languages against each other as a kind of linguistic 
cocktail” (Hudson 1996: 53). The type of CS and CM practised by Achebe is quite different 
from the typical form described above by Hudson, which applies to a bilingual or 
multilingual situation where speakers and their listeners are all bilingual or multilingual and 
understand each other. On the other hand, Achebe is addressing an audience which includes
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non-Ibo speakers. It is for this reason that he uses Ibo words only occasionally and in a way 
that their meanings can be deduced contextually. In addition he provides a gloss or a glossary 
to which readers can refer. Bandia (1996) explains that African writers sometimes resort to 
CS and CM when they cannot adequately express African socio-cultural reality and they find 
the use of indigenous words as the only way out. The following examples from Things Fall 
Apart illustrate Bandia’s point:
1) He remembered how he had laughed when Ikemefuna told him that the proper name 
for a corn-cob with only a few scattered grains was eze-agadi-nwayi, or the teeth of an 
old woman (TFA, p. 25).
2) On her arms were red and yellow bangles, and on her waist four or five rows of 
jigida, or waist-beads (TFA, p. 49).
In example (1), Achebe could have said “the proper name for a corn-cob with only a few 
scattered grains was the teeth of an old woman” but he creates a situation to enable him 
include an indigenous expression, eze-agadi-nwayi. Similarly, he uses the word jigida in 
example (2) and then explains that it means waist-beads. This technique of placing 
indigenous words side by side with European ones is a way of making the text less foreign 
through “Africanization” or “indiginization”.
Achebe also resorts to direct “borrowing” of Ibo words and expressions whenever he cannot 
find appropriate English words to express some typically traditional conditions or when he 
deliberately intends to “foreignize” the English language. The word iba, for example, is 
defined in the glossary as “fever”, but, as Kortenaar (2003: 127-29) explains, the author 
chooses not to translate the word because while fever, in English, can be diagnosed and 
treated with medicine, iba cannot. A careful reading of the story then reveals that iba is seen 
in the Ibo community as a spiritual disorder which, upon further probing, has something to do 
with an ogbanje. The word ogbanje has also been reproduced because the frequent death of
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children in the traditional Ibo community is not just an issue of infant mortality but seen to be 
a spiritual problem related to one’s chi. This is to be distinguished from code-mixing and 
code-switching which involve mixing language in speech as opposed to borrowing or loaning 
an item from one language to become part of the other language. For example the writer 
introduces the word egwugwu (p 4) in a way that one would think it is an accepted English 
word, although it is has been put in italics to draw attention to its status as a decolonizing 
device. This practice is different from the way eze-agadi-nwayi and jigida are introduced in 
the examples given above. These two Ibo words are juxtaposed with English words to make it 
easier for non-Ibo readers to understand them. Another example of borrowing is in the 
sentence, “He could hear in his mind’s ear the blood-stirring and intricate rhythms of the 
ekwe and the udu and the ogene, and he could hear his own flute weaving in and out of them, 
decorating them with a colourful and plaintive tune” (p. 5). The writer retains the names of 
these musical instruments in Ibo not only because they seem not to have exact English 
equivalents but also to preserve their onomatopoeic value. A more typical example of 
borrowing for sound effect is seen in ^"Gome, gome, gome, gome, boomed the hollow metal” 
(p. 7). It is the way Achebe wants the reader, Ibo or non-Ibo, to experience the sound of the 
town-crier’s ogene “piecing the still night air” (p. 7) in Umuofia, a typical indigenous Ibo 
Community.
These local words and expressions, introduced gradually, become a frequent phenomenon in
the novel as the reader reads on and steadily gets used to them. In this way, their use becomes
more frequent and longer expressions are used without any gloss or footnote, since the reader
is expected to have familiarised himself/herself with them: “The egwugwu house was now a
pandemonium of quavering voices: Aru oyim de de de de dei! filled the air as the spirits of the
ancestors, just emerged from the earth, greeted themselves in their esoteric language” (pp. 62-
63). Indeed the esoteric language of the spirit cannot be easily translated into a foreign
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language. It is therefore normal for the writer not to attempt to do so since he has no intention 
to betray the invisibility of the egwugwu. The writer is also by this technique asserting the 
African identity of the text through the decolonisation of the English language.
3.5 The Animal Stories
A discussion about the language of Things Fall Apart is incomplete without an assessment of 
the various folk tales which the writer uses to illustrate African wisdom. They are of different 
lengths and are told by different people, although they are more popular with women and 
children. Ikemefuna is said to have “an endless stock” (p. 25) of the tales, Nwoye’s mother 
also tells her children many stories (pp 37, 38), Okonkwo remembers his mother's story (p 
53), Ekwefi and her daughter Ezinma tell the story about “why the snake-lizard killed his 
mother” (p 59), Ekwefi tells the long story about Tortoise and the birds (pp 67-70), and 
Ezinma begins the story about Cat and famine (p 70).
Stating the significance of storytelling among Ewes, a Ghanaian community, Cottrell (2007) 
provides a number of reasons why the art is highly valued and appreciated. Story telling, 
according to Cottrell, is training traditionally given to young people and this equips them 
with the art of public speaking and oratory. She adds that “storytelling requires a good, 
retentive memory and logical, sequential and coherent presentation of situations, ideas and 
events." (Cottrell 2007; xxiv). Storytelling, Cottrell relates, plays an important role in 
individual homes and at public places. Mothers, for example, often tell their children stories 
by the fire while food is being cooked. In this way, children imbibe knowledge and at the 
same time wait patiently for food, diverting attention from hunger. At the community level, 
people gather at the public square after a hard day’s work in a relaxed manner to listen to 
stories. Apart from this reinforcing social cohesion, it creates an atmosphere where people
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exchange ideas and views and share experiences. Members of the Ibo community belong to 
the same region, West Africa, as Ewes. In addition. Ewes are known to have migrated from 
Notsé, now located in the Republic of Togo, but not far from westem Nigeria. It is, therefore, 
to be expected that Ewes and Ibos should have in common a number of traditional practices, 
including storytelling. In fact, most of the folk tales in Things Fall Apart exist in various 
forms in the West African sub-region and other parts of Africa. Harlow (1991: 78) also 
asserts that the tale of the tortoise and the birds, for example, is told by many Africans in 
different versions.
The spectacular use of folk tales and songs, according to Coussy (1985: 62) enables Achebe 
to bring to the fore the richness of Ibo sensibility, which is displayed in a true climate of 
artistic freedom. The natural bond that links young mothers to their children through 
storytelling only emphasises the fact that Africans, before the advent of colonialism, were 
developing in an atmosphere which promoted the sharing of philosophical and moralistic 
values. It is the same story-telling culture that helped the author in writing the novel as stated 
in Chapter Two of this thesis (see Achebe 1958: vii). Just as proverbs help situate Things Fall 
Apart in a typical traditional Ibo context, tales and myths are used by the author “to stmcture 
his prose and display its complex philosophical meanings” (Traore 1991: 68). The inclusion 
of these oral narratives in the form of shorter texts compels the author to devise oral art forms 
that serve as innovative thematic and structural models in dealing with specific fictional 
events. In the end, oral and written forms are blended in such a way that they produce a rich 
and complex narrative that helps in the development of the novel’s theme, characters and 
plot. Adopting “the performative style reflective of oral discourse” (Irele 2000: 19), Achebe 
succeeds in making the honoured oral tradition of story-telling fit into a Westem genre, the 
novel.
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It is also the view of Gikandi (1991) that Achebe seeks to employ a narrative technique that 
aims to revise or negate the colonial discourse that precedes his. Achebe is known to have 
been appalled by the ideologies and discursive strategies embedded in influential colonial 
texts such as Joyce Cary’s Mister Johnson and Joseph Conrad’s Heart o f Darkness, which he 
read during his student days. Achebe strongly disagrees with the sharp contrast made in those 
European texts between “the good white man” and “African savages”. While Heart o f  
Darkness presents the Africans as “savages jumping up and down on the beach”, Things Fall 
Apart serves as a response to the colonial text. That response is in the form of a new story in 
which the African is given a voice, hence the ability to tell stories that illustrate African 
wisdom. The stories are therefore carefully introduced in a way that enables Achebe to prove 
to readers that the Ibo traditional community is one with “established narrative traditions” 
(Okpewho 2003: 29). As Moriceau and Rouch (1983: 76) observe, the tales serve as a school 
for the community while providing entertainment at the same time. Each of them is made to 
contribute to the development of a theme at a particular stage of the novel, thus the one 
involving Ear and Mosquito (p 53) seeks to advise that we should never ridicule the weak 
since we do not know what the future has in store for us. The tale about the snake-lizard and 
his mother intends to demonstrate why people should not be punished when it is not certain 
that they have committed an offence. The Mother Kite and her daughter’s story is a warning 
to those who exercise power that they should beware of silent victims. “Never kill a man who 
says nothing” (p 98), warns Uchendu. The tales are also of cultural significance since they 
help to explain some phenomena in the Ibo community. For example, the Ear and Mosquito 
story explains why mosquitoes always go for the human ear in preference to other parts of the 
body; the birds and Tortoise tale gives an explanation for the strange nature of the tortoise’s 
shell: When he fell from the sky, his shell broke into pieces but his wife sent for a great
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medicine-man who gathered all the pieces of the shell and stuck them together. “That is why 
Tortoise’s shell is not smooth” (p 70), said Ekwefi.
Some of these stories could be given different interpretations. In modem science, the 
mosquito is noted for the transmission of the malaria parasite but it is given a different 
significance in the indigenous Ibo community. When the insect buzzes near Okonkwo’s ear, 
he remembers his mother’s story and not malaria. As the chapter develops we read about 
Ezinma’s illness which is not due to mosquito bites (the most likely scientific explanation), 
but to causes that have a traditional explanation. This way the author takes the reader through 
the traditional and spiritual world of the Ibo.
While the mosquito story and its allusion to iba may sound meaningless in scientific terms, 
other stories demonstrate traditional wit. The contrast, in any case, only confirms the fact that 
Achebe does not portray his Ibo community as a perfect one. The story involving the tortoise 
and the birds can be described as an “allegory of resistance” (Harlow 1991: 75) by Ahdcans 
against colonial mle, for example. Here, the birds stand for Africans who fall victim to the 
manipulation of Tortoise, who stands for colonial power. The story demonstrates how an 
oppressor can use rhetoric and cunning ways to outwit vulnerable victims, but when they 
become aware of the deceit, they are likely to unite to fight the oppressor. The feast in the sky 
could allude to the scriptural heaven that missionaries promised the colonies. In the end, 
therefore, tales by colonial administrators only sounded anachronistic since Achebe has 
proved that they already exist traditionally in various forms.
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It is also worth taking note of how Achebe seeks to demonstrate in Things Fall Apart that the 
Ibo community respects the law of cause and effect, known in the Orient as the Law of 
Karma. As early as Chapter Three the author states the principle of justness upon which the 
Umuofia society is built. Although a militarily successful and fearless society, it is cautious in 
dealing with wrongs against it, as seen in the handling of the murder of Ogbuefi Udo’s wife 
by the people of Mbaino. Steps are taken to make sure that there is actually cause for war 
because Umuofia “never went to war unless its case was clear and just and was accepted as 
such by its Oracle [and] would never fight what the Ibo call a fight o f blamF' (p 9). By 
contrast, the people of Abame lack this basic principle of life and they pay dearly for it. Their 
decision to kill the white man without cause runs against the law of nature that the people of 
Umuofia cherish so much. They also ignore the wisdom in traditional sayings such as the One 
re-echoed by Uchendu that, “Never kill a man who says nothing” (p. 98).
Finally, we may agree with Coussy (1985: 64) that, apart from their moralising and didactic 
importance, some of the stories have been used by the author to show how they influence the 
development of characters in the novel. A case in point is how Nwoye becomes a convert of 
the Christian religion. As a young lad, he knows that he has to show interest in his father’s 
masculine stories of violence and bloodshed and pretend to be warlike. Yet, deep down in his 
heart, he prefers stories “of the tortoise and his wily ways”, although they are supposed to be 
“for foolish women and children” (pp 37, 38). Gradually, he is influenced by “the poetry of 
the new religion, something felt in the marrow” (p 104). “It was not the mad logic of the 
Trinity that captivated him.” (p 104)
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The decision by Achebe to punctuate his writing with traditional Ibo proverbs and stories, 
therefore, is dictated by the need to give real African flavour to his work; and there is no 
better way to do this than to use traditional methods that help him to express his people’s 
thoughts and ideas both economically and intelligently. Since the tales usually lead to 
proverbial sayings, the two in the end work together to enrich the novel's cultural theme in 
form and content.
3.6 Manipulation of the English Language
Even though early African novels are known to be popular with readers, critics identify some 
shortcomings with them. One of them is the thorough documentation of information on the 
societies in which they are set and Achebe’s Things Fall Apart is no exception to this 
setback. The problem posed by the inclusion of detailed information in a novel is that it is too 
tedious to impress readers who “go to novels, not for sociological information, but for 
impressions of life powerfully realized” (Palmer 1979: 72). However, although Things Fall 
Apart contains a great deal of sociological material, it still captivates readers. This is because 
the author uses the sociological as part of the life of the people in the novel. The sociological 
is also presented as part of the detail which makes the novel realistic and interesting as a 
work of art. A typical example of this is how documented information is presented in such a 
way that it goes with the development of the protagonist’s (Okonkwo’s) character. At almost 
every point of the narrative, activities and beliefs of the Ibo community relate to some aspect 
of Okonkwo’s character. In the first part of the novel the Umuofia community is a strong 
united entity just as Okonkwo is a successful young man, one of the leaders in his society. 
From the second part onwards, as the author craftily manipulates the plot and structure of the 
novel, carefully introducing the sociological, Okonkwo’s character deteriorates with the 
fortunes of his community. Chapter 3, for example, opens with the presentation of lengthy 
sociological material relating to Unoka’s consultation of the oracle of Agbala. As the chapter
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develops, however, the reader is ushered into a sense of drama involving Unoka’s lazy life 
and how he covers it with a sense of humour. Then artistically, this is further illuminated by 
the involvement of Okonkwo, revealing why he is afraid of failure and his determination to 
succeed and to erase his father’s memory.
In order to introduce a neutral voice into the narrative, the author creates a voice of caution to 
counter the foolhardiness and over-ambition of traditional hardliners like Okonkwo. 
Obiechina invites readers to “note Obierika’s views and observations, because the author uses 
Obierika to convey some of the novel’s finest insights” (1991: 37). Often seen as an antithesis 
of Okonkwo, he is a character of morality in the novel. As a trusted friend of Okonkwo, 
Obierika demonstrates a moderate character which is similar to that of Ogbuefi Ezeulu, the 
old man who warns Okonkwo not to participate in the killing of Ikemefima. Since Okonkwo, 
as the hero of Things Fall Apart, is presented as a rather tragic type because of his radical 
approach which does not help his community in the face of the changing times, the author 
needs to create a character through whom he (the author) can express not only his own 
opinion but also that of elders of the Ibo community. He thus represents the “subtle projection 
of the critical consciousness that Achebe himself brings to the imaginative conception of the 
novel” (Irele 2000: 26). In playing that role, Obierika also comforts his friend and gives him 
pieces of advice at crucial times. Apparently, he is the only person who visits Okonkwo and 
his family in Mbanta from Umuofia and the only one to pay him tribute after he has 
committed suicide:
Obierika, who had been gazing steadily at his friend’s dangling body, turned suddenly to the
District Commissioner and said ferociously: ‘That man was one of the greatest men in
Umuofia. You drove him to kill himself; and now he will be buried like a dog...’ (p. 147).
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Achebe is among the few African writers who, having been compelled to write in English, 
have identified the problems they face in doing so and have succeeded in solving them. He 
describes the situation as follows:
[The Afiican writer] often finds himself describing situations or modes of thought which have 
no direct equivalent in the English way of life. Caught in that situation he can do one of two 
things. He can try and contain what he wants to say within the limits of conventional English or 
he can try to push back those limits to accommodate his ideas. The first method produced 
competent, uninspired and rather flat, work. The second can produce something new and 
valuable to the English language as well as to the material he is trying to put over [...] those 
who can do the work of extending the frontiers of English so as to accommodate African 
thought-pattems must do it through their mastery of English and not out of innocence. (Achebe 
1964)
Thus, as a writer who falls into the second category he describes above, Achebe uses his 
mastery of English to make it accommodate his African thought-pattems. His narrative style 
based on standard and idiomatic English enables him to capture the language used by native 
Englishmen like Winterbottom and Mr Brown.
Indigenous characters in Things Fall Apart, who are normally expected to use their native 
Ibo, are made to speak English, but the English has undergone such transformation that it 
reflects indigenous environment and native Ibo thought patterns. In doing this, the author 
does not seriously distort the English language but innovatively uses rhythms, speech patterns 
and idioms that can be traced to indigenous Ibo. In the end, readers are presented with 
characters who are indigenous Africans living and speaking in a genuine African situation but 
in a non-African language, English. A typical illustration of this is the interaction between 
Uzowulu and the egwugwu preceding the settling of a marriage dispute:
When all the egwugwu had sat down and the sound of the many tiny bells and rattles on their 
bodies had subsided, Evil Forest addressed the two groups of people facing them.
‘Uzowulu’s body, I salute you,’ he said. Spirits always addressed humans as ‘bodies’.
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Uzowulu bent down and touched the earth with his right hand as a sign of submission.
‘Our father, my hand has touched the ground,’ he said.
‘Uzowulu’s body, do you know me?’ asked the spirit.
‘How can I know you, father? You are beyond our knowledge.’
Evil Forest then turned to the other group and addressed the eldest of the three brothers.
‘The body of Odukwe, I greet you,’ he said, and Odukwe bent down and touched the earth. The 
hearing then began, (p. 64)
Achebe here directly translates (caiques) Ibo into English to bring home to readers the exact 
language used in this typical traditional environment. The opening sentence describing the 
outfit of ihQ egwugwu, headed by Evil Forest, gives the reader an idea of the Ibo customary 
practice on display here. The writer, knowing that not all readers will be familiar with the 
language and custom in the proceeding, provides explanations where required. By explaining 
why spirits are called ‘bodies’ and why an addressee has to ‘touch the earth’ he makes it 
easier for the reader to understand the rest of the dialogue between the ‘spirit’ and humans. 
The author’s deliberate manipulation of language in this way allows him to express an Ibo 
customary practice conveniently in a European language. It is similar to other situations when 
the author uses the same technique to represent the indigenous Afirican environment. In a 
conversation with Ekwefi, one of Okonkwo’s wives, Chielo, the priestess of Agbala, says, 
“Your chi is very much awake, my friend. And how is my daughter, Ezinma?” (p. 34), 
instead of saying “you are very lucky, my friend”. Even the reference to Ezinma as a 
daughter could be misleading to someone who is not familiar with the African practice of 
calling people daughter, son, brother and so on only out of solidarity and not because of 
actual blood relationship. The author himself uses a passive voice that dissociates him from 
the narration, as seen, for example, from the way he describes the scene at a wrestling match:
The drummers stopped for a brief rest before the real matches. Their bodies shone with sweat, 
and they took up fans and began to fan themselves. They drank water from small pots and ate 
kola nuts. They became ordinary human beings again, talking and laughing among themselves 
and with others who stood near them. (p. 34)
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Sometimes, however, he is tempted into indulging in value judgement, as in: “Okonkwo was 
provoked to justifiable anger by his youngest wife...” (p. 21, emphasis not original). The 
author also seems to show contempt for the colonial administration and their activities as seen 
in: “They had built a court where the District Commissioner judged cases in ignorance” (p. 
123).,
As a way of differentiating European characters from Ibo ones, he makes the latter speak a 
formal authoritative type of English. This is how the District Commissioner addresses some 
elders of Umuofia after they have been arrested:
We have brought a peaceful administration to you and your people so that you may be happy. If 
any man ill-treats you we shall come to your rescue. But we will not allow you to ill-treat 
others. We have a court of law where we judge cases and administer justice just as it is done in 
my own country under a great queen. I have brought you here because you joined together to 
molest others, to bum people’s houses and their places of worship. That must not happen in the 
dominion of our queen, the most powerful mler in the world.” (p. 137)
The District Commissioner’s speech is formal, authoritative, direct and devoid of the 
figurative words and expressions that characterise the language used by indigenous Ibo 
characters, including traditional rulers, men of title, and others. On the other hand the 
eulogising of the queen, using adjectives like “great” and “the most powerful ruler in the 
world” conveys a sense of irony on the part of the author. Moreover, the way some traditional 
rulers were tricked and arrested compromises the administration’s integrity. Also ironical is 
the fact that the whole incident triggered off a bribery scandal that no “great queen” would 
like to be identified with. The author uses figurative language associated with African 
traditional environment to describe the Ibo community. The following is the description of 
Okonkwo’s plight while in exile in Mbanta:
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Okonkwo and his family worked very hard to plant a new farm. But it was like beginning life 
anew without the vigour and enthusiasm of youth, like learning to become left-handed in old 
age. Work no longer had for him the pleasure it used to have, and when there was no work to 
do he sat in a silent half-sleep.
His life had been ruled by a great passion -  to become one of the lords of the clan. That had 
been his life-spring. And he had all but achieved it. Then everything had been broken. He had 
been cast out of his clan like a fish on to a dry, sandy beach, panting. A man could not rise 
beyond the destiny of his c/z/. (p. 92)
Although the narration above is coming from the author himself, the language is made to 
sound as traditional as possible to such an extent that it could be attributable to a member of 
the indigenous community. Achebe’s use of similes such as “like learning to become left- 
handed in old age” and “cast out of his clan like a fish on to a dry, sandy beach, panting” 
demonstrates his ability to use figurative language based on traditional Ibo environment. 
While people in authority among the Europeans use impersonal formal language to instruct 
and to communicate with their subjects, members of the traditional community display their 
maturity, experience and wisdom through the use of proverbs, adages and other tropes. The 
more expertly they use them the more experienced and knowledgeable they appear. Thus the 
author is able to show how wise and venerable a character is by the ease with which he or she 
is able to conjure up proverb after proverb in quick succession to reinforce his or her point to 
expose the hollowness of an opponent’s argument in a debate. For example, to strengthen his 
argument that Nwoye should have by now demonstrated that he is a promising young man, 
Okonkwo said to Obierika, “A chick that will grow into a cock can be spotted the very day it 
hatches”. The expertise with which Achebe has been able to do this contributes to the epic 
success of Things Fall Apart and its reputation as a novelistic work of art on Africa.
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3.7 In Conclusion
Achebe has demonstrated in his choice of language for Things Fall Apart that he wants to 
keep a distance between himself and the hero, suggesting that he disagrees with the violence 
which characterised the Ibo society before the advent of colonialism. The author’s approach 
is similar to that of the writers of the great classical epics of the Western literary tradition. 
Michael Valdez Moses is of the view that Things Fall Apart has striking Homeric qualities 
and that there are “certain similarities between particular Greek and African civilizations in a 
way that breaks down the Manichean dualism of the West and the Other” (Moses 1995: 113). 
Moses infers further that Achebe’s refusal to associate himself with Okonkwo and his 
penchant for violence is not different from how in Homer’s Iliad the narrator shows a marked 
distaste for violence.
Achebe’s family background, which to a large extent influenced his upbringing, can explain 
his handling of the story about his people. In telling the tribe’s story, therefore, Achebe 
adopts a stand that vacillates between fascination and unbelief. While showing an 
appreciation of the cultural values that he so imaginatively explores, he insists on displaying 
“a positivist outlook inseparable from a liberated consciousness” (Irele 2000: 19). Even when 
he appears to be on the side of some controversial traditional beliefs and practices, it only 
shows how, to a certain degree, he exhibits understanding for the traditional way of life. For 
example, the fact that Obierika, Okonkwo’s great friend, was among those who “set fire to 
[Okonkwo’s] houses, demolished his red walls, killed his animals and destroyed his bam” (p 
87) does not mean that the author, through intellectually minded Obierika, intends to identify 
himself with the people. Viewed from another angle, the author can be said to have been 
intellectually detached from the traditional world he presents although he engages with his
material with a sense of cultural involvement.
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Moriceau and Rouch (1983), therefore, think Achebe is an ethnologist and also a historian 
whose text supplies a large amount of information on the Ibo people, their attachment to the 
land and love for hard work, their organisation at the family or, at least, at the community 
level, and finally their belief in the spiritual world of ancestors. The impersonal style he 
adopts in telling the story allows him not to get personally involved in it. Of particular note is 
a narrative voice that is devoid of the personal pronoun “I” and the absence of adjectives 
suggesting any judgment on the part of the author. In the end, Achebe’s intellectual 
engagement with his narration makes his involvement comparable to that of the “Western 
writer to pagan mythology” (Irele 2000: 20).
Nevertheless, Achebe’s use of the English language in Things Fall Apart goes a long way to 
vindicate his “Thoughts on the African Novel”, especially his conviction that “the African 
novel has to be about Africa” (Achebe 1975: 50). Having made this European language his 
and using it innovatively, the author has succeeded in living above the “impassioned 
controversy about African literature in non-European languages” (Achebe 1975: 50) and this 
is largely due to his ability to let the language bear the burden of his African experience. 
Achebe’s novel does not only confirm Spivak’s agreement, in the face of her own 
controversial debate, that there is something good in creating a discourse system that helps to 
connect with the oppressed and then link them with the master discourse, but also shows that 
the subaltern does, to an extent, have a voice. The story does not end there. Through the voice 
that they have been given, the ordinary Ibo characters presented in Achebe’s Things Fall 
Apart have also demonstrated that the Ibo people have a culture, a history and a heritage.
103
Chapter 4
The Use of Language in Une vie de boy
4.1 Introduction
Jean Suret-Canale’s book French Colonialism in Tropical Africa 1900-1945 provides 
information on the policies of the French colonial administration in West Africa and this 
throws light on concepts and terms coined to describe how the French system works in 
Africa. In particular, Suret-Canale seeks to distinguish between the supposed meaning of the 
policies of ‘assimilation’ and ‘association’ and what the two terms actually stand for in 
practice. Ordinarily, to assimilate (people, ideas or culture) means to absorb or integrate 
(them) into a wider society or culture. The French policy of ‘assimilation’, according to 
Suret-Canale, is a form of direct administration with the aim of “gallicising the colonies to 
the point of turning them into simple transplanted copies of the Trench, départements'' (Suret- 
Canale 1971: 83). In reality, however, Suret-Canale adds, the despotic colonial administration 
was opposed to institutions that were democratic, at least in form, and had been established 
by the Third Republic in France. On the right of citizenship, according to Suret-Canale, the 
system accorded indigenous Africans the status of French ‘subjects’ (not citizens), on whom, 
by a simple ruling, the administration could inflict custodial sentences, fines and corporal 
punishment. The policy, in fact, had only one meaning because “it suppressed or ignored the 
political structures that were truly African and the African culture, replacing them by colonial 
structures and colonial education - which were indeed ‘French’, but profoundly different 
from what existed at the same level in France itself’ (Suret-Canale 1971: 84). Suret-Canale 
explains further that the French colonial policy of creating a France d'Outre-mer' is a 
carefully calculated administrative pretence to make the ordinary citizen believe that black 
Africans are being gradually raised to the condition of the French à part entière.
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The British on the other hand were not noted for policies that aimed at absorbing or 
integrating their former colonial territories. As a result, the production of postcolonial 
literature in British West Africa took a different focus as compared to that of former French 
colonies. While Chinua Achebe aims to use Things Fall Apart to address misconceptions 
about Africa by European writers, Ferdinand Oyono, in Une vie de boy, denounces some 
aspects of French imperialism in Cameroon and, to make this more effective, he uses humour 
to express his moral, political and social concerns. Criticisms by Francophone writers like 
Oyono are prompted by the fact that the imperial policies of the French were so anti-African 
that even concepts like “assimilation”, which were supposed to be aimed at gradually raising 
Black Africans to a status similar to that of French citizens, was a mere illusion. It is not 
surprising, therefore, that the policy was condemned as “demagoguery and as incapable of 
being realised” (Suret-Canale 1971: 84) and replaced after the First World War by the policy 
of “association”. This new policy, which supposedly intends to respect traditional customs 
and values of indigenous Africans was, in fact, as good as “the association of the horse and 
its rider” (Suret-Canale 1971: 85). The real meaning of the policy is described by Tabouret 
(1931: 13) as follows:
The policy of association is based on respect for customs, manners and religions; everywhere it 
substitutes mutual aid for the exploitation of native energies and for the usurpation of their 
property and their lands. It stimulates their intellectual development. In other respects it is realistic 
and wise, preserving with resolute firmness all the rights and necessities of domination. It does not 
intend to create equality, which at present is too often impossible.
Thus playing in the background of the colonial situation in Cameroon in 1956 (the year Une 
vie de boy was published) was a policy of domination and suppression, although the official
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position of the colonial authorities tried to suggest otherwise. Given that British colonies in 
the same sub-region were at an advanced stage of obtaining independence (the then Gold 
Coast, now Ghana, was on the point of being granted independence while Nigeria was 
enjoying a high level of autonomy), French colonial policy had to change or, at least, appear 
to change in the same direction. The loi-cadre (framework law) that was passed on 23 June 
1956 tried to define broad guidelines for rapid reforms that were in line with the aspirations 
of the Black African population. It was an administrative policy that sought to forestall a 
situation where the French colonial administration would be compelled through violent 
means to grant freedom and autonomy to the territories concerned. The fact that violent 
agitations for independence in colonies like Algeria at the time had reached a critical stage 
also contributed to the promulgation of the law. However, as Chevrier (1977: 12) observes, 
the law failed to produce the immediate desired radical change because the colonial 
administrators in the various colonies failed to abandon the racist and arrogant mentality that 
writers like Ferdinand Oyono expose in their works.
The case of Cameroon in the region was unique because of widespread tribal conflicts and 
agitations by a pressure group, the Union des Populations du Cameroun (UPC), for total 
independence. This group, apart from organising a campaign for the boycott of elections for 
the people’s representatives scheduled for 18 November 1956, carried out the assassination of 
several candidates. It was, therefore, with difficulty that representatives were elected to the 
new territorial assembly on 23 December 1956 with André-Marie Mbida appointed as head 
of government of autonomous Cameroon. The situation in Cameroon at the time was 
compounded by the desire of the colonial authorities to suppress agitations like those of the 
UPC.
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In protest against the way the French authorities managed affairs in the country, writers of 
Ferdinand Oyono and Mongo Beti’s generation emerged. Considered in Francophone literary 
circles (Woodward 1993: 182) as the pioneers of modem African identity, they use humour 
in their depiction of social chaos in their community. They are among a generation of 
novelists who abandoned the type of cultural identity associated with Negritude to assume a 
more aggressive political and assertive position. Although it can be said that most 
Francophone writers took inspiration from great French writers like Honoré de Balzac, Emile 
Zola and Guy de Maupassant, these Cameroonian novelists have been influenced by other 
writers. One of them is René Maran, a French Guyanese who won the Prix Goncourt in 1921. 
The anti-colonialist preface to Maran’s novel, Batouala, did not only expose the abuses of 
colonizers to the French public but also served as an eye-opener to future African novelists. 
Leopold Sedar Senghor even regards him as the father of the African novel (Chevrier 1974: 
32). The most remarkable influence, however, comes from Aimé Césaire whose Discours sur 
la colonisation (1950) (Discourse on Colonialism) provided great impetus to radicalise the 
artistic approach to the colonial question.
Oyono’s depiction of the mthlessness of French imperialism relies on the use of biting 
humour to draw attention to moral, political and social issues. His point blank bitterness 
clothed in plain humour makes him highly conspicuous, especially in comparison with 
Anglophone writers like Chinua Achebe and Gabriel Okara. Gakwandi describes Oyono as 
one of the Francophone novelists who “have expressed sharply their bitterness against 
colonialism” (1977: 9). These writers use a hard-hitting satire which is double-edged because 
it exposes the inhumanity in colonialism while laying bare the folly of those who willingly 
submit themselves to it. Making a similar analysis, Chevrier (1977) observes that Oyono 
criticises the colonial administration for their violence, injustice and determination to keep
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Africans in a perpetual state of inferiority. He does not spare indigenous Africans either in his 
criticism nor does he express any sympathy for them for being naïve and resigned to their 
state of inferiority as if it were their fate.
4.2 The Language of Francophone Literature
The eminent African literary theorist and writer Ngugi wa Thiong’o gave four Robb 
Lectures^^ at the University of Auckland in 1984 under the general title “The Politics of 
Language in African Literature”. In the lecture entitled “The Language of African Literature” 
(see Ngugi 1985), Ngugi concedes that in spite of the struggle by Africans to liberate their 
economies and culture from European domination, they still remain under that influence. He 
lamented over the fact that writers are unable to map “paths out of that linguistic 
encirclement of their continent” but rather “came to be defined and to define themselves in 
terms of the languages of imperial imposition”. This assertion, which is a way of re-echoing 
points raised in the language debate (a subject which keeps recurring within the 
argumentation in this dissertation), also means that Africans have come to accept European 
languages like English, French and Portuguese as the only convenient tools for literary 
mediation between Africans in the same nation and between African nations and the rest of 
the world.
Making a point similar to Achebe’s position on the use of the English language by African 
writers, Sedar Senghor commends Birago Diop on his use of French in his book Contes 
D Amadou Koumba in such a way that it gives vitality and style to old African fables and 
tales. He adds, “However, while rendering them into French he renews them with an art
In memory o f Sir George Douglas Robb (1899-1974), a New Zealand surgeon, medical reformer, writer, and 
university chancellor
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which, while it respects the genius of the French language, that language of gentleness and 
honesty, preserves at the same time all the virtues of the negro-African languages” (Senghor 
1985: 112). Although Senghor’s comments on the appropriateness of the French language 
may sound controversial to the point of naivety, in view of the difficulties writers encounter 
in using European languages, they serve as proof that a European language like French can be 
used to produce indigenous African literature. They also explain why African writers have 
come to believe that European languages are literary tools that have come to their rescue and 
they seem to say “we accepted the unsolicited gift with gratitude” (Ngugi 1985: 112).
As has been observed in the case of former British colonial writers, novelists who emerge 
from French colonial rule face a number of problems in representing their culture in French. 
Senghor might have expressed his admiration for the French language as a writer, but 
Chevrier (1978: 49) has a different opinion. In his view, the African writer writing in French 
faces a dilemma in the form of love for the foreign language and hatred for it. The African 
writer, therefore, assumes both an air of confidence in using a language which is not his/her 
mother tongue and a sense of alienation at the same time. Tchicaya Utam’si, for example, 
declares, “En tant qu’écrivain, je serai écrivain dans n’importe quelle langue.” (Utam’si 
1986: 8) (As a writer, I can write in any language) (my translation). Many writers, unlike 
Utam’si, realistically ask if they can transmit their thoughts in a foreign language, 
irrespective of their mastery of that language. Koné (1992: 77), in answer to this question, 
asserts that it is difficult for African writers to represent a specific imagination in a European 
language. The only way to overcome this difficulty, according to Koné, is to “domesticate^"^” 
the foreign language because of the ideological necessity imposed on the writer.
The process by which “the translator negotiates the linguistic and cultural differences of the foreign test by 
reducing them and supplying another set of differences, basically domestic, drawn from the receiving language 
and culture to enable die foreign to be received there” (Venuti 2000: 468).
109
For a better appreciation of the problems African writers encounter in their use of French in 
expressing their African imagination, it will be useful to analyse the issue of bilingualism. 
The question at this stage is whether these writers are able to master French as perfectly as 
their own mother tongues. Yambo Ouologuem is quoted to have underestimated the problem, 
saying that African writers often exaggerate difficulties they face in expressing themselves in 
European languages such as French, English and Portuguese (see Ukechukwu 1969: iv). It is 
only in exceptional cases that a writer can master a foreign language and write in it without 
difficulty. In support of this view, Todorov (1985: 26) wonders if the concept of bilingualism 
is not just an illusion. It is equally important to take a look at the ability of the French 
language to convey African culture. Yet culture is dynamic (Katan 1999: 31) and, because 
technological developments have brought communities closer to each other, the concept of 
the universality of culture has undoubtedly been enhanced over the years. This, therefore, 
supports the argument that any language should be able to mediate any idea from any culture. 
However, the question is whether this can be done successfully. This problem assumes a 
different form in the specific case of creative writing, including the production of a novel. 
According to Koné (1992: 79), national or indigenous culture is difficult to express in a 
foreign language. This is the reason why, Koné explains, during the colonial era, novelists 
like Pierre Loti, André Davesne and the Tharaud brothers failed to express African 
imagination convincingly and acceptably. Koné argues further that beyond its universality.
1. Pierre Loti (real name, Julien Viaud, 1850-1923) was a great traveller and French writer and member o f the 
French Academy. His travels to many countries, including Egypt and Senegal, inspired him to write hovels 
which are in the form o f authobiographies. 2. André Prosper Davesne (1898-1978) was a French writer and 
teacher who started his career in Africa (Bamako in Mali and Brazzaville in Congo). He is remembered for the 
popular Contes de la Brousse et de la Forêt (1932) {Tales o f  the Bush), which he co-authored with Joseph 
Gouin. Davesne was also noted for the Mamadou et Bineta series used in schools o f former French colonies in 
Africa. Although they have been withdrawn because they do not reflect African realities they are still in use m 
Malian schools. 3. Jean Tharaud (1877-1952) and Jérôme Tharaud (1874-1953) were brothers who practised 
their writing profession together. They were members o f the French Academy and were noted for co-authoring 
many works which reflect their extensive travel to many parts o f the world, including some African countries.
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since language is important in the conception and consolidation of identity, culture can only 
be articulated artistically and satisfactorily in the appropriate language. Thus, Koné 
concludes, only indigenous languages can express ethnic imagination in creative writing.
Pioneering African novelists who were compelled by colonial legacy to use French for 
creative writing had, therefore, to contend with problems linked to the ability to master the 
language well enough to communicate their indigenous ideas. Equally of concern is the 
suitability of the language itself for their literary work. Complicating the problem further is 
French publishers’ insistence on adherence to ‘perfect grammar’ (Bandia 2008: 27). The 
attitude of French publishers created a situation which enabled African literature in English to 
appear on the literary scene long before its French counterpart was given recognition. 
Ahmadou Kourouma’s Les Soleils des Indépendances, for example, could not find a 
publisher because the French used in the novel is heavily influenced by the author's native 
Malinke language. Following its publication, however, in 1968 by Les Presses de l'Université 
de Montréal, Quebec, and having benefited from reviews, some French publishing houses, 
notably Editions du Seuil in Paris, expressed interest in having it published in France. It is a 
development that encouraged writers to persist in devising some means by which they 
appropriate the French language to accommodate their indigenous sense of identity. Nazi 
Boni, a Burkinabé author, is a typical example of West African Francophone writers (see 
Koné 1992 and Gassama 1978) who use the French language innovatively to express ideas 
conceived within their indigenous African discourse. Boni is a writer who coins French 
expressions or uses his native Bwamu words freely to express ideas whose provenance is 
within the indigenous culture. It is a technique that could easily be interpreted as an abuse of 
the French language. Gassama (1978: 223) observes that there is hardly any page in
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Crépuscule des temps anciens^^ {The Twilight o f the Bygone Days) where one does not come 
across an expression or an African word or a phrase unconventionally transposed from his 
mother tongue into French.
Indeed Boni’s method, similar to that of Gabriel Okara of Nigeria referred to earlier, takes the 
form of direct borrowings from African languages, depicting of African varieties in reported 
speech, introduction of African-language patterns and syntax into French. For example, he 
uses the expression, “La vieille n’avait-elle pas fait son soleil?” (p. 67), which sounds 
unidiomatic in conventional French. The expression “faire son soleil” is a literal translation 
from Bwamu of Burkina Faso and other local languages like Senufo and Malinke, spoken in a 
number of Sub-Saharan African countries. The key word in the phrase “soleil” has more to it 
than its translation as “sun” in English. The conventional expression in French is “faire son 
temps” or “connaitre son ère de gloire”, which can be expressed in English as “to have one’s 
heyday/moments of joy”. The author, however, maintains the word “soleil” in order to imbue 
the expression with local colour. The writer also tells a young man, on the same page, that an 
egg contains “sa silhouette” (his figure), in other words “son double” (his double), or to be 
precise, his “mako”. He now uses a Bwamu word because the French word and its synonym 
are no longer sufficient enough to bring out the indigenous concept. In this way, the author 
attempts to reduce the linguistic gap between his indigenous African ideas and the European 
language being used to express them. Koné (1992: 81) explains that this is no longer just a 
translation of words but of forms and manner of thinking in indigenous languages, and which 
has been preserved as a tradition over the centuries.
Boni’s first novel which explores the pre-colonial life of the Bwamu people
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Ahmadou Kourouma, an Ivorian author, is another West African who is credited with 
breaking with the conventional use of the French language in African fiction, introducing a 
creative style that Kesteloot (2001: 250) describes as “superbe et les critiques africains 
saluèrent son ‘enracinement culturel’ et sa volonté de manifester l’Afrique plus étroitement, 
dans sa vérité” (superb and African critics hailed his ‘cultural rootedness’ and his desire to 
depict Africa more narrowly, more truthfully). Kourouma justifies the techniques which he 
adopts to enable him to make the French language adjust to his native language. He explains 
(see Badday 1970: 2, 8) that writing a novel in French is a difficult thing for him to do 
because the language does not allow him to bring out the ideas of his characters. These 
characters, he explains further, have mannerisms and expressions that are so peculiar to them 
that they can only be expressed in their native language. For this reason he thinks in Malinke, 
his native tongue, and writes in French, using that language to serve his purpose as a writer.
Huannou’s (1975) examination of Kourouma’s style gives more insight into how the Ivorian 
novelist succeeds in solving the problems created by the French language’s inability to 
accommodate Malinke ideas. Unlike Nazi Boni, Kourouma does not put into bracket or in 
inverted commas Malinke words literally translated into French. A typical example is the title 
of the novel, Soleils des indépendances {Suns o f Independence), meaning “l’ère des 
indépendances” (era of independence). It is further explained in Huannou’s analysis that in 
dealing with metaphysical or abstract concepts, Kourouma uses Malinke words to 
compensate for the inadequacy of French terms. For example at the beginning of the novel, 
the narrator talks about the shadow of one of the characters and, because the idea being 
expressed does not come out clearly, he uses the Malinke word dja. In the same novel, 
another character tells a man how his partner had cheated on him while he was in prison. The 
man’s reaction is to use a local anecdote to describe the shame, saying: “cela est une honte
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aussi épaisse que celle qui a conduit le varan de rivière à se cacher dans l'eau” (Kourouma: 
,185) (my translation: it is a shame as heavy as the one which compelled the dragon to hide in 
water). Here Malinke readers who are familiar with the anecdote will have no problem in 
appreciating the sense of shame elicited by the woman’s conduct.
Kourouma’s second novel, Monnè, outrages et défis, also contains examples of the author’s 
resort to indigenous expressions or direct use of local words. The title itself contains a 
Malinke word, monnè, side by side with French words, “outrages” and “defies”. These words 
are supposed to be synonymous with each other and so expressing the same idea. However, 
the author adds the indigenous word because the foreign ones do not bring out the exact idea 
the writer has in his native tongue. He explains: “Outrages, défis, injures, humiliations, colère 
rageuse, tous ces mots à la fois sans qu’aucun le traduise véritablement” (p. 9) (my 
translation: Not even the use of all these words at the same time -  outrage, defiance, insults, 
humiliations, hot temper -  can really translate it). In the novel itself, the author uses the 
expression “Est-ce cela la totalité du train?” (p. 88) (my translation: Is that the whole train?) 
to express utter surprise in Malinke instead of saying, “Ce n'est que cela?” (Is that all there 
is?). The word “train” is a metaphor for a huge enterprise, especially in a developing society 
like the Ivory Coast where there is hardly any industrial development. One would appreciate 
the value of the Malinke expression when one thinks of the amount of effort put into the 
construction of a train and the operation of a railway line.
By using innovative techniques, these Francophone writers have, to an extent, succeeded in 
articulating their indigenous discourse in a language that is foreign to their culture. Their 
ability to devise a means by which they compel the language of the dominant culture to be
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brought to the level of the dominated indigenous culture, helps to overcome many of the 
difficulties that African writers are bound to face in their quest to undertake the project of 
literary production in a language which is powerful but foreign to African ideas, cultures and 
environments. Malinkes and for that matter other Africans reading Nazi Boni’s Crépiscule 
des temps anciens and Ahmadou Kourouma’s Soleils des independences and Monnè, 
outrages et defies will have the feeling that they are reading indigenous African literature, 
although it has been produced in a foreign language. Similarly, non-Africans who read these 
novels will have no doubt in their minds that they are reading a non-European text in a 
European language. However, when writers aim to bring out in their works issues that relate 
to the policies of the French colonial administration, and since this theme integrates into 
metropolitan French discourse, a linguistically normative approach is adopted. Writers in th is, 
category include Ferdinand Oyono and Mongo Beti.
4.3 Oyono's Une vie de boy
In his analysis of events preceding the granting of independence to African countries, Jacques 
Chevrier (1974: 124-30) observes that the colonial system denied Africans the most basic 
right of existence. The dehumanising conditions created, according to Chevrier, gave birth to 
poets such as Aimé Césaire, the African-Martinican Francophone poet, Leon Damas of 
French Guyana and Sédar Senghor of Senegal. These revolutionary poets of “Negritude” 
fame used poetry to express the anger of Africans and Africans in the Diasporas. Later, 
however, the language of poetry gave way to a different literary art not only to mediate on 
behalf of the indigenous people but also serve as a platform for the analysis of the new 
society that was emerging. The most suitable genre to represent this type of subject of course 
is the novel. Chevrier also observes that different types of novels came into existence in 
Francophone West Africa, depending on whether they were historical, educative or overtly 
political, expressing the disappointment or anger of the people. Taking a cue from the
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controversy that characterised the publication of René Maran’s Batouala, even though it was 
awarded the Prix Goncourt, some writers adopted a style that avoided point blank 
condemnation of the colonial system. Chevrier identifies Ferdinand Oyono’s novels as 
“romans de contestation” (1974: 127), wWch sought to protest against the colonial system. 
Written before the independence of French West African countries, the protest novels express 
the unease or anger of people who collectively or individually rejected a Western culture that 
had been forced on them.
In his criticism on Oyono’s novels. Palmer (1972: 13-21) observes that they seek to lay bare 
“colonial injustice” which is in the form of naked force and “an elaborate apparatus designed 
to incarcerate the minds of its victims” (1972: 13). Palmer adds that the psychological aspect 
of the colonial brutality towards their subjects is more effective than the physical one because 
it takes the victims unawares. Thus Oyono, in his literary works, undertakes to expose these 
wrongs of colonialism and to demonstrate how victims of the system struggle to free 
themselves socially and spiritually. Oyono typically demonstrates in Une vie de boy this 
method of exposing the ills of colonial rule while seeking to serve as the voice of people who 
lack power and the means to improve their fate.
Une vie de boy relates how a submissive and faithful servant of colonialism has been 
transformed info an angry and disappointed victim of that system. The author carefully 
portrays not only the brutality of the system but also the innocent complicity of the victims as 
well. In this novel, Oyono exposes the whole mechanism of the colonial situation through the 
private life of the houseboy, Toundi Ondoua, employed to serve colonial masters. Toundi, 
having run away from his parental home, starts his career as a houseboy with naïve
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expectations of benevolence from his European employers. His masters neither reward nor 
even acknowledge his devoted service. On the contrary, he is humiliated and subjected to 
physical torture. When he realises that he has been a victim of deceit, it is too late because he 
is at the point of death from the torture he suffers. He then loses faith in his European 
‘benefactors’, inwardly rebels against the system and tries to reconcile with his African 
origin. Toundi convinces himself before he dies that he has restored his personal integrity.
Through Une vie de boy, Oyono, according to Chevrier (1977: 24), creates a naïve hero in the 
person of Toundi in order to denounce an aspect of colonial reality: he focuses on a gullible 
African blinded by values of Western societies. In addition, Chevrier adds, following Toundi 
through his painful life as a houseboy enables the reader to systematically discover how the 
colonial mechanism actually operates. The aim here, according to Chevrier, is to expose 
white men in their private life, depriving them of the misleading prestige associated with their 
official duties. These observations about the novel are also suggestive of the type of 
readership the author is targeting and the ideal language to use. The theme that has been 
developed in Une vie de boy has an enlightening effect on Europeans unaware of the ills of 
colonialism. Hence the language used here differs significantly from that of Nazi Boni and 
Amadou Kourouma.
4.4 The Author's Invisibility
A technique that Oyono employs to avoid being personally linked with a point-blank 
denunciation of colonial brutality and misrule is to hand over the narration to someone else. 
This enables him also to benefit from the advantage of the purported factual realism that 
autobiographies are noted for. The author of Une vie de boy claims in the Forward to the 
novel that during his visit to Spanish Guinea, he has the misfortune of witnessing the dying
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moments of a compatriot. In the khaki bundle he leaves behind and which is handed over to 
him, he finds among other items “deux cahiers racornis” (p. 14) (two worn exercise books). 
This is a declaration that shows right from the beginning that the author does not want to get 
involved in the narration. Whether this story is true or not does not take away the author’s 
declaration of non-involvement in telling a story on such a controversial topic as the brutality, 
racism and hypocrisy of colonial administrators in Africa. The success of the method of 
telling the story in the first person in the form of a diary kept by Toundi the hero “is the 
brilliant penetration into the growing boy’s mind and the fascination with which we watch his 
development as his eyes are gradually opened [...] to the realities of French imperialism” 
(Palmer 1979: 172). Thus as we follow the boy in his sufferings at the hands of his 
employers, we witness the exposure of the brutalities practised by French imperialists. Also 
remarkable is the fact that as the boy grows older and discovers the system the prose style 
changes. There is a kind of naivety in the following conversation he had with the 
Commandant before he was employed:
Après m’avoir longuement observé, mon nouveau maître me demanda à brûle-pourpoint si j ’étais 
un voleur.
Non, commandant, répondis-je.
Pourquoi n’es-tu pas un voleur ?
Parce que je ne veux pas aller en enfer, (p. 33)
After he had looked at me for a long while, he asked me point-blank if I were a thief.
‘No, Sir,’ I answered.
‘Why aren’t you a thief?’
‘Because I do not want to go to hell.’ (p. 21)
On the other hand, Toundi shows more maturity and he is more critical in his views in the 
following discussion with Madame:
118
Es-tu marié ?
Non, Madame.
Pourtant, tu gagnes assez d’argent pour t’acheter une femme... Et Robert m’a dit qu’en tant 
que boy du commandant, tu étais un beau parti... Tu dois fonder une famille...
Elle me sourit.
Une famille et même une grande famille, hein?
Peut-être, Madame, mais ni ma femme ni mes enfants ne pourront manger ni s’habiller comme 
Madame ou comme les petits Blancs... (pp. 87-88)
‘Are you married?’
‘No, Madame.’
‘Yet you earn enough to be able to buy a wife... Robert says that as the Commandant’s houseboy 
you would be a good match... You must start a family.’
She smiled.
‘A family, a big family, eh?’
‘Perhaps, Madame, but my wife and children will never be able to eat and dress like Madame or 
like white children.’ (p. 56)
In spite of his gradual maturity, however, Toundi’s naivety has not left him completely. This 
becomes evident when, while on a journey with his bosses, he spends the night in the same 
hut with Sophie, the engineer’s girlfriend. In the night, Toundi shies away from Sophie’s 
indirect advances towards him, even though Sophie wonders: “Le chien peut-il crever de faim 
à coté de la viande de son maître!” (p. 69) (The dog can die of hunger beside his master’s 
meat.) (p. 44). Toundi stands his ground and refuses to be drawn into any amorous 
conversation, telling Sophie his mouth is tired. Toundi’s refusal to prove that he is a man 
surprises Sophie, who says people would not believe her if she says that she happens to be in 
a room alone with a man who says his mouth is tired. She concludes: “C’est peut-être parce 
que son coupe-coupe n’est pas tranchant qu'il a préféré le garder dans son fourreau.” (p. 68) 
(Perhaps it’s because his knife is not very sharp he prefers to keep it in its sheath.) (p. 43). It 
is still because of the same naivety that he becomes excited on the arrival of the 
Commandant’s wife and uses poetic language to praise her:
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Mon bonheur n’a pas de jour, mon bonheur n’a pas de nuit. Je n’en avais pas conscience, il s’est 
révélé à mon être. Je le chanterai dans ma flûte, je le chanterai au bord des marigots, mais aucune 
parole ne saura le traduire. J’ai serré la main de ma reine. J’ai senti que je vivais. Désormais ma 
main est sacrée, elle ne connaîtra plus les basses régions de mon corps, (p. 74)
My happiness has neither day nor night. I didn’t know about it, it just burst upon my whole being. 
I will sing to my flute, I will sing on the banks of rivers, but no words can express my happiness. I 
have held the hand of my queen. I felt that I was really alive. From now on my hand is sacred and 
must not know the lower regions of my body. (p. 47).
But Toundi’s premature admiration for Madame prevents him from foreseeing the danger that 
lies ahead; it is not different from how he runs to Father Gilbert without knowing that he 
would be kicked around like a pet animal. Oyono’s irony lies in the trust that his hero has had 
in white people and how this results in his betrayal. Toundi’s ‘greed’, which is described at 
the beginning of the novel as the cause of all troubles (urging him to run away from home) 
actually lures him into destruction.
Oyono’s neutrality in the novel is further reinforced by his refusal to get involved in or 
carried away by emotional scenes with the protagonist and this allows readers to form their 
own opinions. The distance he maintains between himself and the issues he brings out makes 
him different from non-African authors who take a personal stand in their accounts on Africa. 
Even when Toundi is witnessing a torture scene and appears to be carried away by emotion, 
the novelist keeps his distance and, as a neutral spectator, only presents the reader with bare 
facts. In the following scene, Toundi witnesses the merciless beating of two Africans 
suspected of stealing from the Greek Monsieur Janopoulos’ shop:
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J'ai trouvé le régisseur de prison en train d’«apprendre à vivre» à deux nègres soupçonnés 
d'avoir volé chez M. Janopoulos.
En présence du patron du Cercle européen, M. Moreau, aidé d’un garde, fouettait mes 
compatriotes. Ils étaient nus jusqu’à la ceinture. Ils sortaient des menottes, et une corde 
enroulée autour de leur cou et attachée sur le poteau de la «Place de la bastonnade» les 
empêchait de tourner la tête du côté d’où leur venaient les coups.
C'était terrible. Le nerf d’hippopotame labourait leur chair et chaque «han!» me tenaillait les 
entrailles. M. Moreau, échevelé, les manches de chemise retroussées, s'acharnait sur mes 
pauvres compatriotes avec une telle violence que je me demandais avec angoisse s’ils 
sortiraient vivants de cette bastonnade. Mâchonnant son cigare, le gros Janopoulos lançait 
son chien contre les suppliciés. L'animal mordillait leurs mollets et s'amusait à déchirer leur 
fond de pantalon.
- Avouez donc, bandits! criait M. Moreau. Un coup de crosse, Ndjangoula!
Le grand Sara accourut, présenta son arme et assena un coup de crosse sur les suspects.
- Pas sur la tête, Ndjangoula, ils ont la tête dure... Sur les reins...
Ndjangoula donna un coup de crosse sur les reins. Les nègres s'affaissaient et se relevaient 
pour s'affaisser sous un autre coup plus violent que le premier.
Janopoulos riait. M. Moreau s'essoufflait. Les nègres avaient perdu connaissance, (p. 114- 
15)
The prison-director was busy with two Africans suspected of stealing from M. Janopoulos. 
He was‘teaching them how to behave’.
With the help of a constable he was giving them a flogging in front of M. Janopoulos. They 
were stripped to the waist and handcuffed. There was a rope round their necks, tied to the 
pole in the Flogging Yard, so that they couldn’t turn their necks towards the blows.
It was terrible. The hippopotamus-hide whip tore up their flesh. Every time they groaned it 
went through my bowels. M. Moreau with his hair down over his face and his shirt sleeves 
rolled up was setting about them so violently that I wondered, in agony of mind, if they 
would come out of it alive. Chewing on his cigar M. Janopoulos released his dog. It 
mouthed about the heels of the prisoners and tore at their trousers.
‘Confess, you thieves,’ shouted M. Moreau. ‘Give them the butt of your rifle, Ndjangoula.’
The huge Sara ran up, presented his weapon and brought down the butt on the suspects.
‘Not on the head, Ndjangoula, they’ve got hard heads. In the kidneys.’
Ndjangoula brought the butt down on their kidneys. They went down, got up and then went 
down again under another violent blow to the kidneys.
Janopoulos was laughing. M. Moreau panted for breath. The prisoners had lost 
consciousness, (p. 75-76)
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Here, Toundi’s narration only appears to the reader as a natural presentation of an eyewitness 
account of a tragic incident without Oyono being seen to get involved. Although the narrator 
describes the flogging of suspects handcuffed and tied as terrible, the reader only sees the 
account as coming from somebody who witnesses the incident. His comment in no way tries 
to exaggerate what is happening in order to arouse sympathy from the reader. Even when he 
says he feels the brutality in his bowels each time the suspects are flogged, the average reader 
will only see it as a natural reaction to such an incident. Toundi’s neutrality is so surprising 
that when Janopoulos starts laughing on seeing the suspects drop unconscious he does not 
pass any emotional or personal comments.
The humour that pervades the novel reveals the author’s disinterest and neutrality. Chevrier 
notes that this produces an aesthetic effect and a critical judgment over the absurdity and 
inconsistency of the colonial system. Oyono’s humour usually consists of creating naïve 
characters who all of a sudden find themselves in a different community. In Une vie de boy 
we see how the hero, from an indigenous African society, is introduced into the European 
community made up of colonial administrators, their families and the Christian church. Once 
the hero settles among whites in their community, he starts gradually discovering the 
complex nature of that world and readers notice his reactions as the situation unfolds. The 
technique here is to reveal patiently and methodically the complex nature of that society as it 
is gradually exposed through the naïve eyes of the hero. For example, the description of the 
white man as “homme blanc aux cheveux semblables à la barbe de maïs, habillé d’une robe 
de femme...” (p. 16) (the white man with hair like the beard on a maize cob who dressed in 
woman’s clothes... ) (p. 9).
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Another source of humour is the discovery of “les petits sacs de caoutchouc [...] Paraît que 
c’est pour faire bien... Ils mettent ça comme ils mettent le casque ou les gants...” (pp. 133- 
34) (Little bags [...] To do things properly... They put it on, like a hat or a pair of gloves...) (p. 
88). These observations betray the ignorance of Africans in the face of cultural shock. All the 
same, the incident serves as a source of humiliation for the Commandant’s wife, whose 
immediate reaction is to take over the cleaning of her room from the houseboy. Later she 
goes out with the doctor's wife, saying she will not be in for lunch. Other jokes made at the 
expense of white people in Dangan are due to the fact that their way of life surprises the 
indigenous people. Europeans’ contempt for, and lack of knowledge of, African languages, 
provides an unending source of jokes for Africans. For example, Father Gilbert is described 
thus: “II connaissait quelques mots Ndjem, mais il les prononçait si mal qu’il leur donnait un 
sens obscène” (p. 16). (He knew a few words of Ndjem but his pronunciation was so bad that 
the way he said them, they all had obscene meanings) (p. 9). Similarly, when Father 
Vandermayer has a bout of fever it is reported that, “II a crié des obscénités toute la nuit” (p. 
26). (He shouted obscenities all night) (p. 16). In the background of all these, Madame 
Decazy’s buttocks become a source of jeering and admiration in the market:
Des commentaires fusaient de toutes parts. Les hommes, après avoir salué, restaient figés dans 
leurs positions. ^
Vois ce jeu de fesses ? disait l’un. Quelle taille ! Quelle chevelure !
Ah ! Si l’on pouvait avoir ce qu’il y a dans ce pantalon ! regrettait un autre.
Frère, ton short doit être mouillé ! me lança un gaillard.
Dommage que tout ça soit pour les incirconcis ! reprenait un autre avec une moue dépitée, 
(pp. 84-85)
Comments came flying from all sides. The men saluted us and then stayed frozen in the attitudes. 
“See the way those buttocks go!” someone said. “What a figure, what hair.”
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“What couldn’t I do with what’s inside those slacks,” said someone else longingly.
“Man, your shorts must be soaked,” a third shouted at me.
“What a shame it’s all reserved for the uncircumcised,” came yet another, pulling a face to show 
his vexation, (p. 54)
Oyono’s humour here, we would agree with Chevrier (1977: 61), criticises even-handedly 
both European colonial administrators and the indigenous population. While Europeans are 
presented as greedy and uncouth in their daily activities and private lives, indigenous 
Africans do not in any way court the sympathy of the author for their jibes and stupidity. 
Toundi, the hero, is himself presented as a mystified and ridiculous person in his admiration 
of the Commandant’s wife who he describes as “ma reine aux cheveux couleur d’ébène, aux 
yeux d'antilope, à la peau rose et blanche comme l’ivoire” (p. 74) (my queen whose hair is 
the colour of ebony, with eyes that are like the antelope’s, whose skin is pink and white as 
ivory, p. 47). Thanks to the gradual emergence of the conflict in the novel, not only Toundi 
but the reader too is blinded by the child’s initial enthusiasm about his French masters. Thus 
we, along with the protagonist, come to discover how the metropolitan colonisers treat their 
African servants. Oyono’s method of manipulating the point of view within his narrative 
shuns didacticism and allows characters to expose themselves.
4.5 Plain Style
Une vie de boy is a tragicomedy which grabs the reader’s attention through its sobriety,
construction and choice of language. The language is simple and figurative. The novel’s
tragic nature is enhanced by the careful manner in which the author arranges events, with the
hero falling gradually from high hopes and expectations to doom and destruction. Thé
narration assumes the form of the Passion punctuated by movements from the Commandant’s
residence to the prison, the Dangan hospital and finally the Spanish Guinea village where the
hero lies between life and death. Parallel to this tragic development is how Oyono is able to
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create an atmosphere of growing unease as the drama unfolds and Toundi becomes aware of 
the suspicion and hatred that surrounds him. There is resentment from the Commandant 
towards his adulterous wife, but also towards poor Toundi, who is, therefore, at the same time 
threatened by vengeance not only from Monsieur and Madame Decazy but also from 
Madame’s lover. The scene in which the Commandant returns from a trip and has problems 
with his wife is very significant because from then on actions speed up in line with the tragic 
environment.
Le patron se hâta vers la Résidence. Ses courtes jambes se déplaçaient avec une dextérité 
extraordinaire. J’activais mes grandes jambes derrière lui, sa valise sur ma tête. J’avais pitié de cet 
homme qui courait vers sa femme pour qui il n’était plus le seul homme. Il fallait que je voie les 
manières de Madame au retour de son mari, maintenant qu’elle l’avait trompé.
Emmitouflée dans son peignoir éponge, elle attendait le commandant sur la véranda. Elle esquissa 
un pâle sourire et vint à sa rencontre. Mon maître l’embrassa sur la bouche. Pour la première fois. 
Madame ne ferma pas les yeux.
Je me tenais derrière mes maîtres. Je ne pouvais leur demander de me laisser passer pour porter la 
valise de Monsieur dans sa chambre... Je baissai les yeux. Dans l’espace d’un éclair je les relevai. 
Ils rencontrèrent ceux de Madame. Je les vis devenir tout petits. Puis ils s’agrandirent comme si 
elle avait assisté à une scène d’épouvante. Instinctivement, je regardai à mes pieds pour voir si je 
n’étais pas à la portée de quelque reptile venimeux. J’entendis Monsieur demander à Madame s’il 
y avait quelque chose qui n’allait pas.
Mais tu es toute verte, Suzy !
Oh ! ce n’est rien, répondit-elle.
Le patron me tournait toujours le dos. Madame ne me quittait pas des yeux. Le commandant 
desserra son étreinte. Ils entrèrent au salon.
Je demeurai quelques instants au pied des marches. La terreur de Madame m’avait cloué sur place. 
Je furetai autour des tiges de citronnelles, gîte préféré des serpents verts dont la morsure ne 
pardonne pas. Je sentis quelque chose de mou et de gluant sous mes pieds. Je bondis en poussant 
un grand cri. Mon maître se précipita à la fenêtre. J’avais honte de moi-même, honte d’avoir crié 
parce que mon pied s’était posé sur une peau de banane.
Qu’est-ce qu’il y a, Joseph ? vociféra le commandant.
Rien, Monsieur.
Tu es devenu complètement cinglé, mon pauvre ami ! Depuis quand gueule-t-on ainsi pour 
rien ? C’est un truc de chez toi ? (pp 103-105)
My master hurried towards the Residence, his stubby legs working backwards and forwards 
busily. I came up behind him on my long legs, carrying his bag on my head. I felt sorry for this 
man, so anxiously running towards a wife who no longer cared for him alone. I wanted to see how 
Madame would behave with her husband home now she had deceived him. She was waiting for
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the Commandant on the veranda, wrapped in her bath-robe. She gave a pale smile and went 
towards him. My master kissed her on the mouth. This time she did not shut her eyes.
I stood behind them. I could not ask them to make way for me to carry the master’s bag into his 
room... I lowered my eyes. For a fraction of a second I raised them and they met Madame’s eyes. I 
saw them grow small, then large as if she could see something that astonished her. Instinctively I 
looked down at my feet to make sure I wasn’t standing beside a poisonous snake. I heard my 
master asking Madame what was wrong.
‘But you look quite ill, Suzy.’
‘Oh, it’s nothing,’ she said.
My master still had his back to me. Madame’s eyes never left me. The Commandant released her 
from his arms and they went inside.
I stood for a few moments at the foot of the steps rooted to the spot by the look in Madame’s eyes. 
I ferreted about the stems of the citronellas, a favourite place for the little deadly poisonous green 
snakes. I felt something soft and sticky under my feet. With a shriek I leapt into the air. My master 
rushed to the window. I was ashamed at myself, ashamed because I had shrieked when I felt a 
banana skin with the sole of my foot.
‘What’s the matter, Joseph?’ called the Commandant.
‘Nothing, sir.’
‘Come on, you don’t go round howling at the top of your voice for no reason at all. Or is this some 
custom on your part of the world?’ (pp. 66-67)
As Madame’s initial tolerance towards Africans transforms into hostility, she emerges as one 
of the most intolerant and cruel white characters in Une vie de hoy. The narrative compares 
the deadly nature that she gradually assumes to that of a snake. It is therefore no surprise that 
Toundi on this occasion feels he has trodden on a snake after seeing the snake-like look in 
Madame’s eyes. This scene marks almost the end of the first of Toundi’s two exercise books. 
Just at the beginning of the second book, Madame’s lover. Monsieur Moreau, visits the 
Commandant’s residence to the disbelief of Toundi, leaving the houseboy to conclude that 
White people can be very daring in their love affairs. Almost at the same time, Madame tries 
to make Toundi a scapegoat for her immorality by inventing a conflict with the houseboy:
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Madame m’attendait sur le perron. Quand elle m’aperçut, elle cessa de tourner sur elle-même. Son 
regard ne me quitta plus tant que je montai l’escalier.
Cela fait une demi-heure que je t’attends ! dit-elle en réprimant un mouvement d’impatience. 
Tu quittes la Résidence comme ça l’après-midi ? Je crois que ta journée finit à minuit ? D’où 
viens-tu ?
Du soleil. Madame, répondis-je en lui faisant mon sourire le plus idiot.
Cela envenima les choses.
Tu te fiches de moi?
N... nn... non. Madame, répondis-je en simulant un bégaiement.
Tu te crois malin ! dit-elle avec un sourire méprisant. Depuis un certain temps, tu te crois tout 
permis! Tout le monde le remarque ici, même mes invités! (p. 110)
Madame was waiting for me on the steps. When she saw me she stopped walking up and down. 
She kept her eyes on me as I came up.
T’ve been waiting for half an hour,’ she said, controlling her impatience. ‘Why did you go off like 
that at midday? I thought your day finished at midnight. Where have you been?’
‘In the sun, Madame,’ I said, giving my silliest smile.
That made things worse.
‘Are you making fun of me?’
‘N... nn... no Madame,’ I said, putting on a stammer.
‘You think you’re clever,’ she said with a scornful smile, ‘For some time now you’ve begun to 
think you can do what you like. Everyone has noticed it, even the guests!’ (pp. 72-73)
The short sentences that Oyono resorts to in the above passages help speed up the action as 
Toundi’s tragic end draws near. Having been put under great pressure by developments, 
Toundi no longer has time to write long sentences in his “diary”. The more the pressure, the 
shorter the sentences, so that in the end the notes are reduced to very short phrases. This 
development becomes more apparent in the prison scene, as shown below:
A midi, visite de Kalisia :
Rire succédant aux larmes et inversement. Un paquet de cigarettes. 
Nouvelles de la Résidence :
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On ne parle plus de moi, il paraît que le commandant et Madame filent ou font semblant de filer le 
parfait amour, (p. 174)
At midday, a visit from Kalisia.
Tears to laughter and back again. A packet of cigarettes.
News from the Residence.
I am not mentioned any more. Perfect love between Madame and the Commandant -  or so they 
pretend, (p. 115)
Kalisia’s visit is followed by those of Baklu, Toundi’s sister, his brother-in-law and Obebe, 
the catechist (pp. 174-76) and they have all been recorded in the same language. The priest 
talks to Toundi about the Passion of Christ and heaven, presumably to prepare him for his 
approaching death. It is, however, a visit that offers the author the opportunity to criticise the 
moral background of the priest and by extension the church. Obebe still suffers‘from a 
venereal disease he contracted during the war and this catechist does not see anything wrong 
with sharing with the prisoners the little food they have been given. The passages that follow 
leave no doubt that Toundi’s end is inevitable:
Corvée d’eau.
Eau et sueur. Chicotte. Sang.
Colline abrupte. Montée mortelle. Lassitude. 
J’en ai pleuré, (p. 176)
Water-party.
Water, sweat. Whip, blood.
Up the slope, killing. All in.
I cried, (p. 117)
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The above and what we read later reveal Oyono’s ability to elicit compassion in his readers. 
It is also a demonstration of the author’s ability to situate tragic scenes within discourse 
containing not only irony but humour. From the beginning when Toundi is employed by 
Father Gilbert, he is made is to record his experience with pride instead of bitterness. It is a 
systematic brainwashing which makes him think, for example, that the only reason why he is 
not a thief is that he does want to go to hell (p. 33). This type of humour is evidence of the 
brutality of the colonial system while making fun at the expense of characters.
The use of figurative language, a benchmark of a number of African writers, is of course 
present in Une vie de hoy, too. By resorting to this style at certain stages of the novel, Oyono 
has been able to give his work vigour and a particular flavour. This is done in four different 
ways: In the first place, the author reproduces the language of Europeans, distinguishing it 
from that of Africans. Secondly, the one used by Africans is distinct and clearly distinguished 
from the one used by Europeans. The third type of language found in the novel is the unusual 
adaptation of African speech to French. Finally, the author uses a gloss to explain some 
European words. When Sophie tells Toundi, “Toi, tu parles vraiment comme celui qui n’est 
pas un Nègre” (p. 42) (You talk as if you weren’t black, p. 26), she is just confirming the 
existence of different registers for Europeans and Africans. Africans are noted for figurative 
language such as Toundi’s father’s: “Pour entrer dans la case [...], ton chemin passe par le 
trou de mon anus” (p. 19) (Your way back into the house will pass through my anus, p. 11). 
By resorting to such a crude expression (a taboo), Toundi's father wants emphatically and 
categorically to state the impossibility of his son to come back home without submitting 
himself to “discipline”. The sentry is reluctant to say in plain language what he sees while on 
duty at the residence, but decides to be proverbial. “L’éléphant blanc que tu connais a visité 
le champ du commandant en son absence” (p. 98) (The White Elephant you know of visited
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the Commandant’s field while he was away...) (p. 62). The sentry’s use of language is not 
only a way of avoiding being plain but also a demonstration of Africans’ taste for ambiguous 
and indirect expressions. This becomes more pronounced when the speaker says something 
without appearing to say it. The sentry once again says, “Je ne t’ai pas dit que je les ai 
entendus... Je t’ai dit que c’est ce qu’ils disaient qui est parvenu à mes oreilles... Moi, je n’y 
suis pour rien...” (p 97) (“I didn’t tell you I heard them... I told you that what they said came 
into my ears. I didn’t do anything...” ) (p. 61).
Some of the characters in Une vie de boy show their attachment to Afi'ica through the use of 
proverbs. The way Kalisia, for example, resorts to the use of words of wisdom and attributes 
them to African elders is similar to the use of Ibo proverbs in Chinua Achebe's Things Fall 
Apart. She tells Toundi, “Si j ’étais à ta place, je m’en irais maintenant, alors que la rivière ne 
t’a pas encore englouti entièrement. Nos ancêtres disaient qu’il faut savoir se sauver lorsque 
l’eau n’arrive qu’au genou...” (p. 151-152) (If I were in your place, she said. I’d go now 
before the river has swallowed me up altogether. Our ancestors used to say you must escape 
when the river is still only up to the knees, p. 100). The practice of attributing proverbs and 
other wise sayings to elders in Afirica is a way of proving their authenticity and credibility. 
Europeans’ use of non-figurative language, on the other hand, is seen in the doctor’s wife’s 
timely advice to her friend Madame Decazy, saying: “Vous devez faire attention... Il est 
encore du temps puisque votre mari ne sait encore rien...” (p. 128) (You ought to be careful... 
there is still time since your husband does not know...) (p. 84). The advice here comes at a 
time when Madame’s illicit love affair with Monsieur Moreau has become an open secret, 
especially among Afiicans working in the European community. It is a situation which is 
exactly the same as the one which makes Kalisia warn Toundi above. The author here
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displays his ability to skilfully distinguish between language used by Europeans and by 
African characters reflecting the traditional practices of the latter.
Equally significant to note about Africans’ use of language is that whenever they find 
themselves in situations that they had not expected, they are compelled to be innovative in 
their use of language. The author demonstrates this among those who have found themselves 
in the European community as employees of the colonial administration. On discovering 
condoms for the first time they exclaim,
Qu’est-ce qua las Blancs n’iront pas inventer ! dit la cuisinier. Ils sont déjà incirconcis comme ça 
et ils éprouvent encore le besoin de se fabriquer d’autres enveloppes!... Ils sont fous, ces Blancs... 
Comment peuvent-ils dire qu’ils font la chose si c’est avec un peu de caoutchouc ! (p. 136)
“What are these Europeans going to think up next?” said the cook. “They are already 
uncircumcised and yet they have to find other things to put around it [...] They are mad, these 
whites. How can they say they are really doing it at all when it is just with a little bit of rubber?” 
(pp. 89-90)
Some of the Africans hold their listeners spellbound when they attempt to reproduce sayings 
that they attribute to Europeans or other people they encounter in their various adventures. 
Such sayings are quoted and glossed by speakers to make them more interesting to listeners. 
One such adventure is related by Mekongo about his encounter with a prostitute in an Algiers 
brothel:
La femme que j ’avais choisie portait une grande robe avec beaucoup de boutons devant... Elle vint 
près de moi en riant et m’appela « mon petit poulet ». Mon sang ne fit qu’un tour. Je me levai. Elle 
recula, effrayée... Quand elle se fut calmée, elle m’expliqua qu’elle ne m’injuriait pas et que les 
fenimes blanches donnent tous les noms à celui qui fait la chose avec elles. Elle me montra une 
lettre qu’elle allait envoyer à l’un de ses poulets-lieutenants. Je lus en effet « mon poulet doré » ou 
« adoré », je ne sais plus. Je compris qu’elle disait la vérité, (p. 92)
The woman I had chosen was wearing a long dress with many buttons in front [...] She came close 
to me and laughed and called me “My little chick”. My heart seemed to stop beating. I stood up.
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She backed away, frightened When she had calmed down she told me she had not insulted me 
and that white women call the men that go with them all sorts of names. She showed me a letter 
she was going to send to one of her lieutenant-chicks. There, sure enough, I read “my adorable 
chick” or some such phrase. So I knew she was telling the truth, (pp. 58-59)
Ferdinand Oyono’s novel is set in an indigenous African community which, as a result of the 
colonial presence, is being introduced to the French language. Because not all Cameroonians 
benefit from formal education, some of the indigenous people who want to communicate with 
their European employers or administrators are forced to resort to a hybrid type of language, 
which is neither French nor the local Ndjem language. This hybrid language is sometimes 
difficult for both the natives and Europeans to understand, as observed in the language of a 
song sung by school children: “Les élèves chantèrent d’une seule traite dans une langue qui 
n’était ni le français ni la leur. C’était un étrange baragouin que les villageois prenaient pour 
du français et les Français pour la langue indigène” (p. 63). (The children sang, without any 
pauses, in a language which was not their own or French but the strange gibberish which 
village people suppose is French and Frenchmen suppose is the vernacular.) (p. 40).
A specialised hybrid language seen in the novel is ‘broken French’ referred to as “Français 
petit-nègre”. Pidgin French is used for a number of reasons. For example, there is a hyper­
corrective transfer of ‘z’ (see Bandia 2008: 134), which is used as a linking sound in the 
plural form ‘Mes amis’ in ''Monz am f\  dit Gosier-d’Oiseau en imitant faussement le petit- 
nègre, “nous pas buveurs indigènes!” (p. 77) (“Man”, said Gullet in a poor imitation of 
pidgin, “We no be native drinkers” (p. 49) The use of “Français petit-nègre” is also 
characterised, as can be seen here, by elision or dropping of grammatical elements such as the 
verb and the ‘ne’ particle of negation. There are other examples of “Français petit-nègre” in 
Une vie de hoy. They include the one improvised by the Commandant during the interview he
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has with Toundi before employing him: “J'espère que tu as compris pourquoi je ne pourrais 
attendre que ‘petit Joseph pati rôti en enfer!’” (p. 34) (I think you see why I can’t wait till 
“small Joseph go bum in hell” (p. 22). During a raid in the African quarters by Gullet, Toundi 
introduced himself as the Commandant’s houseboy. To confirm this, a native police officer, 
who also doubles as interpreter, tells Gullet, “Y en a vérité, Sep (Chef)” (p. 39). (It is truth, 
sah) (p. 25). Apart from the Commandant who uses pidgin French deliberately to imitate the 
language he imagined Africans to speak, the other characters use “Français petit-nègre” 
because it is the only genuine means of communication they are capable of using.
4.6 In Conclusion
Literary works produced in former West African French colonies at certain stages employ 
figurative language similar to the one found in texts written by former British territories. In 
spite of limitations of the linguistic medium at their disposal, French African writers have 
found ways of Africanizing their works by occasionally introducing local terms and adapting 
French to African forms of phrasing in their characters’ speech. Indeed some Francophone 
authors who feel it is only in African languages that African ideas can be conveniently 
expressed are of the view that if the French language is the only linguistic tool they can use to 
express their African experience, then it has to undergo some acculturation or indigenization. 
They therefore resort to the type of linguistic experimentation practised by West African 
writers of English expression, such as Gabriel Okara of Nigeria, who have been inspired by 
the oral tradition and linguistic systems of their people. This has enabled authors to break 
away from the rigid French literary tradition and to project in their work an indigenous 
picture of the African world.
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Irele (1969: 8) suggests that Oyono’s peculiarly sharp critical sense is the consequence of the 
more varied and intense character of the colonial experience in Cameroon as compared to 
other African countries. Une vie de hoy, therefore, has an intended readership which does not 
require the type of language used by writers like Nazi Boni and Ahmadou Kourouma in their 
texts. Oyono, as seen in this chapter, seeks to bring to the fore the ills of colonialism and at 
the same time criticise his own compatriots and other Africans for condoning the system by 
their inability to speak against it. For this reason and because of the French colonial 
educational policy which places emphasis on ‘pure grammar’. Une vie de hoy uses a language 
which is close to normative metropolitan French. In fact some writers’ works were rejected 
by French publishers because of the variety of language they used. The fact that Une vie de 
hoy as a novel was inspired by the work of great French novelists and the use of the standard 
variety of French explain why it was published early, before the attainment of independence 
of former West African French colonies.
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Chapter 5
Mediating the African Experience through Literature and its 
Translation into English and French
5.1 Introduction
The representation of the West African experience by selected postcolonial writers relies on 
the use of figurative language. Its use in Things Fall Apart and Une vie de boy make these 
novels quite challenging not only for readers but for translators as well. Even more 
challenging is the fact that most of these tropes are culture-specific since the art of novel- 
writing in West Africa is inspired by the oral tradition. Indeed, what gives the literature a 
“characteristically West African flavour”, according to Obiechina (1975: 17), is that writers 
draw elaborately from traditional themes and motifs and also “from the mythology and 
symbolisms of the West African traditional culture” (1975: 17). What this implies, therefore, 
is that the original production of postcolonial West African literature in European languages, 
to a large extent, is a type of “translation” from indigenous African languages in which 
literacy is still at a primary stage of development. It has also been observed in our discussion 
that most African writers write with an agenda in mind. In addition to literarily translating 
their indigenous ideas into European languages, they also create a deviant version of those 
languages in the process, enabling them to express their Afi*ican experience more 
conveniently and to assert their linguistic and cultural independence. It is a situation 
necessitated^^ by the linguistic reality that many years of colonialism, with its accompanying 
epistemic violence, has left even after the departure of the colonial authorities.
African writers have the choice to write in either their indigenous languages or European ones but they choose 
the latter in order to reach an international audience.
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Chapter Five, therefore, discusses further writing techniques employed by West African 
postcolonial authors in their determination not to allow their choice of European languages 
for artistic expression to become a handicap in the representation of African life. The 
research also intends to analyse the translation of this literature from one European language 
into another, in view of the possibility that the original writer’s efforts could be reversed 
through the translation process.
“Translation, at one level, is self-evidently a lie,” says Cronin (2000: 108). This assertion, 
according to Cronin, is deduced from the fact that translation is not what it purports to be and 
that because translation is not the original, any reader who reads translation is engaged in a 
willing “suspension of disbelief’ (ibid.). It is also the view of Spivak that, given the 
manipulative influence of translation, there is a need to guard against a “betrayal of the 
democratic ideal into the law of the strongest” (1993: 182). This chapter proposes to 
thoroughly examine the extent to which translations mediate the African world view 
expressed in postcolonial West African literature in general. It is an exercise that will help in 
engaging with translation strategies used for texts selected for this dissertation. The 
discussion will take into account the call by some scholars for innovative translation theories 
to be applied in the translation of texts that are foreign to European languages culturally and 
sociologically.
5.2 Figurative Language and Postcolonial West African Literature
Postcolonial West African literature is full of figures of speech through which writers attempt 
to create the indigenous African world conceptually in the mind of their readers. A typical 
characteristic of tropes in West African literature, as is indeed the case in literary usage in 
general, is that the use of “metaphor is so widespread that it is often used as an umbrella term
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to include other figures of speech” (Chandler 2002: 126). This usually involves the use of a 
TiteraT primary subject (or ‘tenor’) expressed in terms of a ‘figurative’ secondary subject (or 
‘vehicle’). Metaphor is traditionally defined as “a linguistic expression which is substituted 
for another expression” (Schaffner 2004: 1254). An example of metaphorical use of language 
as seen in Achebe’s Things Fall Apart is: “Marriage should be a play and not a fight^^” (p. 
51). Here the primary subjects of a play and {not) a fight are expressed in terms of the 
secondary subject of marriage. As Lakoff and Johnson (1980: 5) explain, such use of 
metaphorical language is about understanding and experiencing one kind of phenomenon in 
terms of another. Thus marriage as a play, as Achebe describes it, will become so attractive 
that many young men and women will be interested in it. This is because one concept, 
marriage, is considered as a representative instance of another one, play. In other words the 
concept of play is used as a metaphor for that of marriage. Since the author wants us to 
conceptualize marriage as a form of play, marriage can be attributed the properties of play: it 
can be very enjoyable, families should promote it among themselves, and it should be 
considered as an institution whose advantages outweigh its disadvantages.
Glucksberg (2001) explains how metaphorical concepts develop and this can help to explain 
how they are used by Achebe and other postcolonial writers. At first, a conceptual 
relationship is expressed in terms of a “root metaphor”, the one from which other metaphors 
are developed. Achebe for instance writes: “He felt like a drunken giant walking with the 
limbs of a mosquito” (p. 44). They are then expanded via novel instantiations of the 
metaphor. Thus, to extend this trope, his tiny legs cannot carry his huge body. Glucksberg 
also maintains that theories of metaphor in philosophy, linguistics, psychology, anthropology 
and sociology address metaphor as a form of linguistic expression and communication or as a
The speaker here is by implication admitting that marriage can also turn into a fight but he is calling for a 
compromise in order to avoid a fight.
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form of conceptual representation and symbolisation, among others, while literary theory and 
criticism also address metaphor as a literary or poetic device and as a symbol. Glucksberg’s 
explanation of the use of metaphor as linguistic expression helps to throw more light on how 
metaphor is used as substitution (one word is substituted for another). As an example, when 
Oyono says “... il faux savoir se sauver lorsque l’eau n’arrive encore qu’au genou” (p. 152) 
(you must escape when the water is still only up to the knees) (p 100), he is using the 
metaphor vehicle, water, instead of a word in the same semantic domain. The author is 
talking about imminent danger -  you should learn to run away from danger while it is still not 
too late. Similarly, verbs can be substituted for one another in predicative metaphors, as in: 
The houseboy is drowning in a sea of problems (to continue Oyono’s metaphor). The literal 
meaning of drown is not what is intended here, but the writer uses the verb ‘drowning’ as a 
substitute for some other verb that could literally denote the act of being surrounded by, that 
is “drowned in”, so many problems that one will find it difficult to solve them. The aim here 
is to compare the houseboy’s condition to that of somebody who is all of a sudden submerged 
in water. This substitution is an implicit comparison, but circumstances may sometimes 
require that the comparison be explicit. Another way of saying the above is: the houseboy’s 
condition makes him look like a drowning man. Writers resort to the use of simile in this way 
to clarify or to enhance an image. A good example of this usage is when, in describing 
Okonkwo’s condition of restlessness after the execution of Ikemefuna, the narrator says “his 
eyes were red and fierce like the eyes of a rat^  ^ when it was caught by the tail and dashed 
against the floor” (p 44). The writer’s exaggerated comparison of Okonkwo’s condition with 
that of a rat is for special effect. This way of expressing Okonkwo’s powerlessness in terms 
of a captured rat shows how vulnerable the hero of Things Fall Apart has become.
Although a rat may invoke horror among Westerners, the animal is a delicacy in some West African 
communities and people go to great lengths to capture it.
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Schaffner (2004) argues that, based on the cognitive approach initiated by Lakoff and 
Johnson (1980), metaphors should not be seen as just decorative elements but rather as basic 
sources of thought processes in human society. Echoing earlier writers, Schaffner adds that 
metaphors are a means of understanding a “target domain” in terms of a “source domain”. 
She explains: “The source domain is mapped onto the target domain, whereby the structural 
components of the base schema are transferred to the target domain (ontological 
correspondences), thus also allowing for knowledge-based inferences and entailments 
(epistemic correspondences).” (Schaffner 2004: 1258). The process helps in encoding models 
and understanding them linguistically. Thus in cognitive linguistics, Schaffiier further 
explains, ‘metaphor’ as a term refers to conceptual mapping, as seen in the following 
examples based on Lakoff and Johnson (1980: 25-32) models: Love is a journey, as in “Our 
relationship has come a long way since we first met.” Time is money, as in “Don’t waste my 
precious time”. The idea behind this approach is that the mind borrows the semantic structure 
of more concrete concepts, such as journey, to organize aspects of abstract concepts such as 
love. The theory of conceptual metaphors is also used to describe the way we think and talk 
about a variety of concepts. Examples include. Anger is a heated fluid under pressure, as in: 
E[is temper has gone high. Crime is a disease, as in: Our neighbourhood has been plagued 
with a number of armed robberies. Death is a departure, as in: He passed away in his sleep. 
The mind is a container, as in: She still has him in her mind.
Writers who resort to the use of one entity to refer to another that is related to it are using the 
trope referred to as a metonymy (Lakoff and Johnson: 1980). Wilden (1987) defines this 
figure of speech as follows: “[metonymy] consists in using for the name of a thing or a 
relationship, an attribute, a suggested sense, or something closely related, such as effect for 
cause [...] the imputed relationship being that of contiguity” (1987: 198). In a typical
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Western context, examples of metonymy are quite clear in expressions like, “He is reading 
Shakespeare” (a play by William Shakespeare), “He has taken to the bottle” (drinking), and 
“The press (journalists) is fond of sensationalism”. In postcolonial African literary culture, 
however, the use is rare and indirect. Some examples of this can be cited from Things Fall 
Apart: In “The drums were still beating, persistent and unchanging” (p. 31), the writer is 
talking about people beating drums. Also the phrase, “dry bones” in the saying “an old 
woman is always uneasy when dry bones are mentioned in a proverb” (p. 15) is a figurative 
reference to old age.
Closely related to the use of metonymy is “the substitution of part for whole, genus for 
species or vice versa” (Lanham 1969: 97), known as synecdoche. A good example of this in 
Things Fall Apart is seen in the following description of Ibos and their values: “And every 
man whose arm was strong, as the Ibo people say, was expected to invite large numbers of 
guests from far and wide” (p 26). The use of ‘arm’ here refers to men. The expression “strong 
arms”, as it is used here, does not connote strength or, even, bravery, but hard work. 
Reference here, is therefore being made to people who are hard working enough to have 
enough to be able to cater for many guests.
With regard to irony, its use can be deduced from some of the pronouncements by colonial 
authorities in Things Fall Apart. For example, Mr Smith, the District Commissioner, tells the 
elders of Umuofia, “We have brought a peaceful administration to you and your people so 
that you may be happy” (p 137). The District Commissioner’s statement is difficult to 
reconcile with the fact that the introduction of the Christian religion is one of the causes of 
violence in the colony. Mr Smith comes to replace the missionary Mr Brown, a man who,
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because of his “policy of compromise and accommodation” (p 130), has respect for people of 
rank in the Ibo community and is willing to settle religious differences through peaceful 
dialogue. Unlike his predecessor, Mr Smith openly condemns this policy; he “saw things as 
black and white. And black was evil. He saw the world as a battlefield in which the children 
of light were locked in moral conflict with the sons of darkness,” (p. 130). The irony of his 
statement above lies in the fact that his policies in practice do not promote the peace he talks 
about. Having treated the traditional leaders unfairly, he delivers them to the beatings and 
humiliation of the kotma, court messengers, until the tribe pays a fine.
For his part, Oyono employs irony as a precious and efficient instrument of satire to expose 
blatant hypocrisy and double standards. The inexperienced Toundi’s blind and naive 
admiration for the white man is shown in his glorification of the Commandant’s wife, 
Madame Suzy Decazy. After shaking hands with her for the first time, he bursts out, 
“Désormais ma main est sacrée, elle ne connaîtra plus les basses régions de mon corps. Ma 
main appartient à ma reine aux cheveux couleur d’ébène, aux yeux d’antilope, à la peau rose 
et blanche comme l’ivoire” (p. 74). (From now on my hand is sacred and must not know the 
lower regions of my body. My hand belongs to my queen whose hair is the colour of ebony, 
with eyes that are like the antelope’s, whose skin is pink and white as ivory) (Oyono 1990: 
47). This is how the hero of Une vie de hoy is presented in his innocence and naivety. The 
situation begins to change, however, when he discovers that the missionaries are different 
from Father Gilbert who brought him to the mission house. While the late Father Gilbert was 
kind and generous, his successor. Father Vandermayer, proves to be greedy, brutal and 
insincere. Toundi has the same awakening when, having been employed by the colonial 
administration he discovers that the Commissioner, Monsieur Decazy, is uncircumcised. The 
following declaration is a show of his growing maturity: “Cette découverte m ’a beaucoup
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soulagé. Cela a tué quelque chose en moi... Je sens que le commandant ne me fait plus peur” 
(p. 45). (I was relieved by this discovery. It killed something inside me... I knew I should 
never be frightened of the Commandant again, p. 28). Having thus lost respect for his master, 
Toundi later begins to pity this man who is a victim of his wife’s unprincipled adultery. 
Henceforth, his master’s cruelty towards him does not seem to have any basis. Mr Decazy’s 
situation re-echoes an Ibo proverb, in the form of a simile, which forms the theme of Cyprian 
Ekwensi’s novel Beautiful Feathers (1963): “However famous a man is outside, if he is not 
respected inside his own home, he is like a bird with beautiful feathers, wonderful on the 
outside but ordinary within”.
Oyono’s satire is directed not only at the houseboy for his naivety but also at “the white 
man’s effeteness and the spiritual bankruptcy of the Roman Catholic Church whose priest 
attracts boys to Christianity by throwing them lumps of sugar” (Palmer 1979: 173). Having 
been lured thus to the mission house, Toundi now disobeys his father, an act which the same 
Christian religion is doctrinally opposed to. The Bible says, “Children, obey your parents in 
the Lord, for this is right. ‘Honour you father and mother’ -  which is the first commandment 
with a promise -  that it may go well with you and that you may enjoy life on earth” 
(Ephesians 6: 1-3). No doubt Toundi himself knows that, besides his father’s cruelty, the 
actual problem that leads him to the white man is his own greed and this is in fulfilment of 
what his own mother says, “Toundi, ta gourmandise te conduira loin...” (p 23). (Toundi, what 
will your greediness bring you to...?”) (p. 14). Unknown to him, he is accepted by the 
Catholic Father just to be exploited. He is in charge of serving mass, laying a table, sweeping 
the Father’s rooms and making his bed. For these services he is paid nothing, except that “De 
temps en temps, le prêtre, me fait cadeau d’une vieille chemise ou d’un vieux pantalon” (p 
24). (Now and then he gives me an old shirt or an old pair of trousers) (p 15). When Toundi is
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transferred to the colonial administration after the death of his Godfather, his life changes for 
the worse, leaving the reader to wonder if it was wise for him to leave his family home. Also 
apart from his services being unrecognised he is betrayed, framed and sent to prison where he 
is tortured to death. By the end of the novel, the criticism directed at the houseboy is 
extended to Africans in general: the initial contrast of the brutality of Toundi’s father to the 
“civilised” French becomes endowed with a different light after the boy comes to know the 
French. In addition, the gullibility and greed of Africans who seek an easy way into the white 
man’s world is exposed through the discovery of the master’s disguised mask of superiority.
5.3 Language Use in Postcolonial West African Literature
According to Lakoff and Johnson (1980: 5), every society has its discourse form structured in 
terms of its conceptual systems. They explain further that metaphorical concepts relate to the 
culture of society. For example, in modem Western culture where people are paid by the 
hour, week, month or year, time is money in many ways. This phenomenon explains the 
coining of phrases such as: I've just wasted two precious hours. Can you spare five minutes of 
your time? We are running out of time. How much time do we have left? On the other hand, a 
society that does not place equal value on time will lay emphasis on a different concept. In 
developing communities like Nigeria and Cameroon, where the level of economic 
development is not the same as that of the West, metaphorical expressions tend to centre on 
imagery involving animals, plants and objects of nature. In addition, every community’s 
conceptualization of metaphor is determined by its culture, history, economic and political 
development. Postcolonial African literature, based on the people’s oral tradition, is noted for 
the use of concepts that reflect the culture of African communities. Furthermore, the fact that 
concepts in industrialised countries like Britain and France are furthermore based on 
developments that have been taking place since the industrial revolution, also accounts for the
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vast difference that exists between the culture of Western countries and those of African 
countries like Nigeria and Cameroon.
The difference in conceptualisation provides some background to African writers identifying 
themselves with language based on oral tradition as seen in Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s call on 
them to use African ideas, philosophy, folklore and imagery through direct translation from 
native languages into European languages, with a view to creating the appropriate literary 
medium for themselves. Achebe (1975: 61) also says an African writer “should aim at 
fashioning out an English which is at once universal and able to carry his peculiar 
experience.” To illustrate his point, he quotes the following passage from his novel. Arrow o f  
God. In it a chief priest is telling his son why it is necessary for him to join the Christian 
church:
I want one of my sons to join these people and be my eye there. If there is nothing in it 
you will come back. But if there is something there you will bring home my share. The 
world is like Mask dancing. If you want to see it well you do not stand in one place. My 
spirit tells me that those who do not befriend the white man today will be saying ‘had I 
known’ tomorrow. (Achebe 1964: 55)
The same idea, he explains, could have been expressed as below but the English used could 
not have allowed the writer to effectively paint the picture he has in mind:
I am sending you as my representative among these people just to be on the safe side in 
case the new religion develops. One has to move with the times or else one is left behind. 
I have a hunch that those who fail to come to terms with the white man may well regret 
their lack of foresight (Achebe 1975: 61).
The text quoted from Arrow o f God is more figurative than the second version. In the first 
sentence of the Arrow o f God extract, the expression "be my eye" is a synecdoche which uses
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part (eye) for whole (the speaker). The third sentence is also metaphorical, comparing the 
likelihood of success in the new religion to an undertaking after which there will be a reward 
'to share’ and this is similar to the expression “to have one’s share of the national cake”. It is 
followed by another example of figurative language by which Achebe alludes to a form of 
dancing. Mask dancing, during which spectators can only benefit by moving with the dancer, 
otherwise they will not follow the show well and that will render their presence there 
unbeneficial. The use of figurative language in this way enables the writer to create a picture 
of Ibo indigenous society conceptually in the mind of his readers.
5.4 Figurative Language in Things Fall Apart
Achebe’s use of figurative language in Things Fall Apart is characterised by the resort to 
African tales and phrases which sound like wise advice from voices of wisdom. They are 
actually in the form of axioms, truisms, cliches and adages. The author refers to them as 
‘proverbs’ and explains that they play an important role in the art of conversation among the 
Ibo. The term ‘proverb’ as used here should be understood in the context of Simpson’s (2004: 
iv) explanation that in the past, the term covered metaphorical phrases, similes, and 
descriptive phrases, and was used more loosely than it is today. In modem times, a proverb is 
expected to be in the form of a sentence. In postcolonial African context a proverb is 
regarded as an “African repository of wisdom and tradition [...] a prime exponent of 
discourse,” (Sellin 1991: 121). An important ingredient that one looks for in proverbs in the 
African context is that they should be in the form of phrases that “contain striking imageries” 
and above all, they “are primarily manners of elegant speech and not simple kernels of 
wisdom” (Adeeko 1998: 30-31). Even the hero of the novel Okonkwo, who is not a gifted 
orator but rather known for his masculinity occasionally resorts to the use of proverbs. To 
mark the end of his seven-year exile with his maternal family in Mbanta, he organises a 
farewell feast. To justify its elaborate nature he explains, “I cannot live on the bank of a river
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and wash my hand with spittle” (p 117). This linguistic artistry continues throughout his 
entire speech: “It is not to pay you back for all that you did for me in these seven years. A 
child cannot pay for its mother’s milk,” (p 117). Okonkwo’s use of language, in spite of his 
lack of rhetorical skills, lends credibility to a Yoruba wise saying that a proverb is the horse 
that can carry you swiftly to the discovery of ideas; when you are lost in speech, look for. a 
proverb (Moriceau and Rouch 1983: 78)
As an Ibo himself, Achebe uses proverbs and other wise sayings of the people to develop the 
theme of conflict in Things Fall Apart. This is seen in how Okonkwo as an individual cannot 
afford to live in a world of his own, dominated by love of wars and violence. The realities of 
life begin to dawn on him when, at a certain stage in his life as a young man, he is compelled 
to call on Nwakibie, a wealthy farmer, for seed yams to plant. Nwakibie tells him he often 
turns down such a request from young men not because he is hard hearted but because only 
few of them can now be trusted. He explains further: “Eneke the bird says that since men 
have learned to shoot without missing, he has learned to fly without perching. I have learned 
to be stingy with my yams” (p 16). The proverb is a suggestion of the need for flexibility in 
the face of changing circumstances. The lesson is practically brought home to Okonkwo 
when the seed yams he collected are struck by natural calamity. The year is the “worst year in 
living memory” (p 16) and crops are destroyed through drought and excessive rainfall. 
Okonkwo is, however, known in the novel not to be flexible with or tolerant of “less 
successful men” (p 19) in his society. Okonkwo’s display of inflexibility at crucial times 
contributes in no small way to the tragedy in Things Fall Apart.
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Achebe’s resort to direct translation (calquing) of Ibo proverbs instead of traditional English 
ones forms part of the creative activities on the part of postcolonial writers in general (see 
Zabus 1991, Bhabha 1995, Tymoczko 1998, and Bandia 2008) to reverse the “suppression of 
a vast wealth of indigenous cultures beneath the weight of imperial control” (Ashcroft et al. 
1995: 1). It is part of “the process of counter-colonial resistance which drew upon the many 
different indigenous local and hybrid processes of self-determination to defy, erode and 
sometimes supplant the prestigious power of imperial cultural knowledge” (ibid.). Mehrez 
(1992: 121) explains that postcolonial texts are frequently referred to as ‘hybrid’ or ‘métissés’ 
because of the culturo-linguistic layering which exist between them. A hybrid text, therefore, 
is a text written by the ex-colonised in the language of the ex-coloniser, which has created a 
‘new language’ and has come to occupy a space ‘in between’ (Snell-Homby 2001). The 
following are examples of other proverbs in the novel:
1. You can tell a ripe com by its look (TEA, 16)
2. If a child washes his hands, he could eat with kings^® (TEA, 6)
3. When a man says yes, his ‘chi’ says yes also (TEA, 19)
4. If one finger brought oil, it soiled the others (TEA, 89)
In the above, Achebe makes use of conceptual metaphors built around Ibo tradition, culture 
and environment. Ele borrows semantic stmctures of more concrete concepts to organize 
aspects of abstract ones. In (1) the concrete concept com, a common cereal among Ibos, has 
been used to represent a child’s potential. In (2) ‘a child’ is used to represent a young, 
inexperienced person, while 'kings’ is used for people in authority. The expression ‘washes 
his hands’ also means to act with maturity or to comport oneself well (like an adult). The
Among some African communities, including Ibos, the hand rather than cutlery is used for eating. By custom 
and tradition, a child is considered as matured if he or she is able to wash his/her hand well enough to eat with 
grown-ups.
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expression therefore means that someone who is still young and has not yet attained any high 
position or acquired any experience can still rub shoulders with people in authority if he or 
she (the inexperienced person) knows how to comport himself or herself. Achebe uses 
metonymy in (3): ‘a man’ stands for anybody striving for success in life. The word ‘chi’ in 
Ibo cosmology stands for personal god. The writer is therefore saying God will help those 
who adopt a positive attitude to life. He could have said “Heaven helps those who help 
themselves” but the style here is to use a language that reflects the Ibo worldview. In (4) the 
metaphoric language is double: a finger is used to represent an individual; its use at the same 
time refers to how an individual's behaviour in a group (a finger among other fingers) can 
affect other members of the group. The use of fingers here as a concept appears more 
appropriate because it depicts a group that by nature is meant to stay united since fingers 
cannot separate from each other. The Ibo proverb perfectly compares with the English, “the 
rotten apple injures its neighbours”.
5.5 Engaging with African Discourse in Une vie de boy
According to Michelman (1976), because of the French government’s policy of assimilation 
during the colonial period, literature produced in Francophone Africa, especially in the early 
years of literature production (in the 1960s and early 1970s), did not have the free style that 
Anglophone writers adopted. Early Francophone writers adhered rather strictly to standard 
French grammar and vocabulary. However, Ferdinand Oyono of Cameroon is known to be 
one of the few writers who tried to free themselves from a strict adherence to the 
metropolitan standard variety; but he did not allow his works to be heavily influenced by his 
indigenous Cameroonian language as seen in the case of Ahmadou Kourouma of Ivory Coast 
or Nazi Boni of Burkina Faso, for example. Through his novel. Une vie de boy, he established 
a reputation as a pioneer West African satirist. The following quotations from the novel show 
how he uses figurative language to achieve sarcasm:
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5. J’aurais sûrement fait de vieux os si j ’étais resté sagement au village... (p. 12) (I’d 
have made old bones if I’d been good and stayed at home in the village) (p. 4)
6. En vérité toi, tu n ’es pas un homme comme les autres...Le chien peut-il crever de 
faim à coté de la viande de son maitre ! (p. 69) (You, you’re not like any other men at 
all... The dog can die of hunger beside his master’s meat) (p. 44)
7. L’Eléphant blanc que tu connais a visité le champ du commandant en son absence... 
(p. 98) (The White Elephant you know of visited the Commandant’s field while he 
was away...) (p. 62)
8. Hors de son trou, la souris ne défie pas le chat... (p. 132) (... outside his hole the 
mouse does not defy the cat) (p. 87)
9. ... il faut savoir se sauver lorsque l’eau n’arrive pas encore qu’au genou (p. 152) (... 
you must escape when the water is still only up to the knees) (p. 100)
Although the idea expressed in (5) exists in Western languages the wording here is a literal 
translation from the author’s indigenous language into French. Oyono’s hero, Toundi, 
chooses to use a traditional saying, probably because, having run away from his colonial
employers who had betrayed him, he now finds himself face to face with a fellow Afidcan
21who he can call “mon frère” (my brother ). The expression is an example of synecdoche 
(substitution of part for whole) -  substituting bones for the entire body. The actual suggested 
meaning is that he would have lived long (developed old bones) if he had listened to wise 
counsel. Although the proverb is Cameroonian, the figurative use of bones is similar to the 
Ibo one used by Achebe in “an old woman is always uneasy when dry bones are mentioned in 
a proverb” (p. 15). The traditional adage used by Sophie in (6) is another show of solidarity 
among Africans whenever they are talking to each other. As an African woman who is adept 
in using traditional proverbs and adages, she decides to speak in figurative terms. A dog
^^ Reed’s translation of this word as ‘friend’ is debatable and will be discussed in detail in the next chapter.
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dying of hunger in front of his master’s meat is being substituted for a statement which, if 
mildly put, will sound like Toundi (the ‘dog’) is too shy or afraid to make any amorous 
advances to his boss’s girlfriend (master’s ‘meat’). Obviously, Sophie’s choice of words is 
also dictated by the need to exercise decency in the use of language when one is handling 
topics on sexual relationships.
As a precaution, Africans working for the colonial authorities in Dangan are careful 
whenever they talk about Europeans in their conversation. The obvious reason is that 
whatever they say can, through somebody, leak out for their employers to hear. They are also 
aware, as the doctor’s wife told Madame Decazy (pp. 127 -28), that some of the Europeans 
have started understanding the local language Ndjem. This of course increases the indigenous 
characters’ tendency to resort to metaphorical language whenever the topic becomes 
sensitive. In example (7) above the sentry talks of another sensitive issue and he is being as 
cautious as possible. The paragraph itself begins with Toundi wondering why Monsieur 
Moreau (known among the indigenous population as the White Elephant) did not come to the 
residence to welcome the Commandant’s wife as other Europeans in Dangan had done. He 
then wonders, “Le lion aurait-il attendu le départ du berger pour venir dévorer la brebis ?” (p. 
95) (Had the lion waited till the shepherd has gone before coming to devour his ewe?) (p. 60). 
When the sentry joins him their conversation is all about Monsieur Moreau and Madame 
Decazy but they dare not mention names. At one point the sentry whispers: “... la panthère 
tourne autour de la brebis” (p. 95) (the panther is prowling around the sheep) (p. 61). When 
Baklu, the laundryman joins them, the sentry becomes more discrete. Baklu has to assure him 
of solidarity and trust, saying, “Avec mois, tu n’as rien à craindre... Tu ne vas pas refuser cela 
à un frère, et un vrai frère...” (p. 97) (‘You needn’t be afraid with me... You won’t refuse to 
tell a friend [sic]’, he begged, ‘a real friend [sic]...’) (p. 62). This build-up finally leads the
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sentry into coming out with the top secret that Monsieur Moreau visited the Commandant’s 
wife while the latter was away. As in (6) he has had to forego the use of denotative language 
and rely instead on metaphors. In Africa, elephants are noted for destroying people’s crops. 
This explains why the sentry’s figurative use of language (substitution of Monsieur Moreau 
for the white elephant and the Commander’s wife for his field) appropriately fits into the 
local context.
As it becomes ever clearer as the novel progresses that Toundi is heading for trouble with his 
European employers, he needs counsel fi*om elders. Even though such pieces of advice come 
from fellow Africans working at the residence, they are usually attributed to elders. It is in 
this context that the pieces of advice in (8) and (9) are addressed to Toundi to forewarn him 
of imminent danger. Even in the case of (8) the speaker, the cook, has warned Toundi that the 
counsel is coming fi*om somebody who is old enough to be his father. The cook uses the 
expression “the mouse outside its hole”, and therefore vulnerable, instead of referring directly 
to the houseboy who is exposed and at the mercy of his white employers. The choice of 
language is aimed at making a special appeal to Toundi in a traditional way. Similarly, what 
Kalisia is telling Toundi in (9) is so important that she has to resort to the type of language 
wise elders would use to reflect the seriousness of the message. Her message in plain 
language is that Toundi should leam to run away firom danger while there is still time. This 
message, however, has to be put in a proverb to give it the required weight and urgency 
associated with the African indigenous discourse.
Like Achebe, Oyono also appears to have been inspired by Afirican oral tradition in the 
representation of his African experience in French but while Achebe aims to engage with
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misconceptions about Africa in previous literary works, Oyono’s mission is directed in the 
form of a satire at two publics, as indicated in Chapter Four. These are a limited number of 
educated African elite and members of the European community who are interested in 
African affairs. Moreover, Une vie de boy is set in an urban community, by pre-independence 
African standards, and as a result the figurative language is not as traditional as we find in 
Things Fall Apart, which is set in a traditional Ibo community. Thus, returning to examples 6, 
7 and 8 above, expressions like “Le chien peut-il crever de faim à coté de la viande de son 
maitre!” (p 69) (The dog can die of hunger beside his master’s meat) (p 44) and “L’Eléphant 
blanc que tu connais a visité le champ du commandant en son absence...” (p 98) (The White 
Elephant you know of visited the Commandant’s field while he was away...) (p 62) are not 
uniquely traditional, but by combining them with local ones like “Hors de son trou, la souris 
ne défie pas le chat...” (p 132) (... outside his hole the mouse does not defy the cat) (p 87), 
the writer is able to create irony clothed in figurative language that appeals to the sensibility 
of this African and European readership.
5.6 The Translation of Figurative Language
It has been established in earlier discussions that Postcolonial West Afncan literature in 
general and the texts selected for this dissertation in particular are full of figurative language. 
Since metaphor, as a literary concept, is often used as an umbrella term for tropes in general 
(Chandler 2002: 126), the present discussion will focus on the translation of metaphors. 
Newmark (1988: 106) advises that any time we meet a sentence that is grammatical but does 
not appear to make sense, we should test its apparent nonsensical element for a possible 
metaphorical meaning. Newmark’s example to illustrate this assertion is the French sentence. 
L ’après-midi, la pluie tue toujours les vitres. On meeting a sentence of this nature, he 
advises, we should first test for a misprint. If that is not the case then we can translate it as, 
“In the afternoon, the rain always kills the window-panes”, if we identify it as an
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authoritative or expressive text, and possibly, add a footnote for interpretation. On the other 
hand, if it is an anonymous text, Newmark’s suggested translation is, “In the afternoon, the 
rain darkens/muffles/blocks the light from the window-panes”. The idea here is to make sense 
of everything. According to Newmark, although only the more common words have 
connotations,' in general, any word can be a metaphor, “and its sense has to be teased out by 
matching its primary meaning against its linguistic, situational and cultural contexts” (1988: 
106). This illustration is an indication of the , difficulties that metaphors pose in texts and the 
challenge translators should expect when dealing with texts full of figurative language.
In his theory of dynamic equivalence, Nida (1964: 163-64) describes a good translation as 
one capable of evoking in the target language (TL) reader the same response as the source 
language (SL) text does in the SL reader. Hence, the translator should, as far as possible, 
according to Nida, strive to create in the TL the same effect as in the SL. To be able to do 
this, the translator must understand how the TL audience perceives the world and structure its 
experience. This will help the translator to relate the target text (TT) to the experience of the 
TL reader. However, issues involved in the translation of metaphors render this notion a 
controversial one in Translation Studies. Indeed, according to Schaffher (2004: 1255), 
translation scholars who have rejected the notion argue that ‘equivalence’ ignores the fact 
that it is difference, not sameness or transparency or equality which matters in the translation 
process. This view, Schaf&ier adds, has also been expressed in current translation techniques 
that are inspired by postmodern theories and Cultural Studies. Such studies, according to 
Schaf&ier, establish that texts do not have any intrinsically stable meaning that could be 
repeated elsewhere. Similarly, Venuti is of the view that the target text should give the reader 
the opportunity to have a feel of “a cultural other” (Venuti 1995: 306). Schaffher also states 
that Translation Studies have undergone a course of development and have shifted
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significantly from linguistic towards contextual and cultural factors affecting translation. 
More importantly, over the years, research and studies conducted on translation have shown 
that certain socio-historical conditions and behavioural practices have some influence on 
translation. These developments in the field of Translation Studies are bound to, as analyses 
will show later, have important implications for translation decisions necessary in dealing 
with postcolonial texts.
To return to the subject of metaphor and its translation, the concern of translators is not only 
the translatability or not of metaphors, but also the most appropriate way of rendering them 
from one language into another. The problem is further complicated by cultural differences 
which militate against the notion of dynamic equivalence. In one of the earliest essays in 
Translation Studies on the subject, Dagut (1976) maintains that there is no simplistic rule for 
the translation of metaphor and that whether a metaphor can be translated or not depends on 
the particular cultural experience and semantic associations and also the extent to which these 
can or cannot be reproduced non-anomalously in the TL. According to Dagut, “what 
determines the translatability of an SL metaphor is not its ‘boldness’ or ‘originality,’ but 
rather the extent to which the cultural experience and semantic associations on which it draws 
are shared by speakers of the particular TL" (Dagut 1976: 28). Thus, although there may be 
equivalent lexical items in the TL, the inherent difficulty lies in the diversity of cultural 
conceptualization of these items or worlds of both communities whose languages are 
involved in the translation process. For example, the Ibo proverb, “If a child washes his 
hands, he could eat with kings” (Achebe 1958: 6) needs to be understood in the context of the 
African society where hands instead of cutlery are used in eating. By custom, a child’s ability 
to wash his or her hands well qualifies him or her to eat with elders and by extension, 
respectable people like kings.
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As a way of providing some guidelines for the translation of metaphors, Newmark (1981: 84- 
88) distinguishes between the following different kinds: a) dead metaphors, for which one is 
hardly conscious of the image, e.g. ‘field’ as in ‘field of human knowledge’ and ‘bottom’ as 
in ‘at the bottom of the hill’; b) cliché metaphors are those which have temporarily outlived 
their usefulness, e.g. ‘breakthrough’, as used in ‘a breakthrough in educational development’ 
and ‘make one’s mark’ as in ‘a politician who has made his mark’ (has made a name); c) 
stock or standard metaphors, i.e. established metaphors which in an informal context are an 
efficient and concise method of covering a physical and/or mental situation both referentially 
and pragmatically; examples include"^oil the wheels’, and ‘keep the pot boiling’; d) recent 
metaphors are metaphorical neologisms, which are often ‘anonymously’ coined, i.e. 
‘womaniser’ for woman chaser, and ‘fuzz’ for policeman; e) original metaphors are those 
created or quoted by the SL writer and they are usually found in authoritative and .expressive 
texts; an example is ‘Oxford, a place in Lyonnaisse’, meaning ‘Oxford, lost in the mythology 
of a remote, vanished region’.
Newmark (1981: 88-91) then proposes the following translation procedures in order of 
preference (the examples with their translations, in English or French, are his):
1. Reproducing the same image in the TL: This procedure which is common for one- 
word metaphors is possible if the image has comparable frequency and currency in 
the appropriate register. Examples: ‘ray of hope’, rayon d ’espoir, ‘his life hangs on a 
• thread’, sa vie ne tient qu ’à un fil.
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2. Replacing the image in the SL with a standard TL image which does not clash with 
the TL culture: Examples are, ‘other fish to fry’, d ’autres chats à fouetter, ‘when in 
Rome, do as the Romans do’, il faut hurler avec les loups.
3. Translation of metaphor by simile, retaining the image. This procedure aims at 
modifying the shock of a metaphor, especially if the TL text is not emotive in 
character. Examples here are in French, translated into English: Ces zones cryptuaires 
où s ’élabore la beauté: ‘The crypt-like areas where beauty is manufactured’; La 
brosse du peintre tartine le corps humain sur d ’énormes surfaces: ‘The painter’s 
brush spreads the human body over vast surfaces, like butter over bread’.
4. Translating of metaphor (or simile) by simile plus sense (or occasionally a metaphor 
plus sense. The advantage of this procedure is that it combines communicative and 
semantic translation in addressing both the layman and the expert. Examples: tout un 
vocabulaire moliéresque: ‘a whole repertoire of medical quackery such as Molière 
might have used’; C ’est un renard: ‘He is as sharp and cunning as a fox’.
5. Conversion of metaphor to sense. It is a procedure which Newmark suggests should 
be preferred to any replacement of an SL by a TL image which is too wide of the 
sense or the register. Example: Gagner son pain: ‘To earn one’s living’.
6. Deletion. This is recommended if the metaphor is redundant.
7. Using the same metaphor combined with sense: In this case, adding a gloss will 
ensure that the metaphor is understood. For example, to let the image of fire come out 
in ‘the tongue is fire’, the following gloss is added: ‘A fire ruins things; what we say 
also ruins things’.
' I
Schaf&ier (2004: 1258) for her part looks at the translation of metaphors from the cognitive
point of view, basing her analysis on the theories initiated by Lakoff and Johnson. She
maintains that establishing the conceptualisation on which a particular metaphorical
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expression is based is equally relevant to translation. This therefore requires that we adopt a 
different approach to the issue of the translatability of metaphors. According to Schaffher, 
translatability is no longer considered as dependent on the individual metaphorical expression 
in the ST, but to the levels of conceptual systems in source and target culture. She then goes 
on to illustrate the importance of the cognitive approach to metaphors in translation theory 
and practice. In her example, Schaffher shows how the choice of the English word, corg, as 
translation of a German metaphor, Kern, (an aspect of European Union) negatively affected 
public discussion of the issue in the press. The use of the word core in the English language 
system is different from how Kern is understood in German. The problem, however, is that 
although the two words reflect the same underlying concept, their linguistic associations 
appear to influence the way they are interpreted and the effect that the two words had in the 
different cultural contexts.
The cultural implications in the translation of metaphors have been addressed in other ways. 
Another recommendation of the cognitive approach, by Al-Hasnawi (2007), derives from 
'cognitive equivalence', which aims to translate metaphors from one language to another with 
minimum degree of loss. With this approach, metaphors are considered as ‘cognitive 
constructs’ and not as simple linguistic entities. In explaining the cognitive approach to the 
study of culture, Katan says it is based on “the way the brain works in linking a particular 
cause and a particular effect” (Katan 1999: 29). Katan further explains that the cognitive 
approach involves culture-bound categorizing of experience creating patterns of thought and 
assumptions that the foreigner is bound to encounter. To explain the concept more 
graphically, Katan compares the human brain to the computer, thus each culture has a 
software “which every member of that culture will acquire, to a greater or lesser extent” 
(1999: 30). This, Katan explains, means that to be able to leam about another culture, an
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individual needs to know how his or her own internal programming functions. Since people 
find it difficult to see things beyond their culture, the translator is exposed to the difficulty of 
viewing the world firom a different perspective.
Al-Hasnawi (2007), therefore, proposes the ‘Cognitive Translation Hypothesis’, which 
operates with two schemes of cognitive mapping conditions, namely Similar Mapping 
Condition (SMC) and Different Mapping Condition (DMC). Under SMC, the translator is 
called upon to search for a cognitive equivalence for SL metaphors in the TL. By this the 
translator looks for the cognitive domain that fits in the TL as the SL metaphor does. This 
calls for the use of an equivalent TL metaphor or, where appropriate, a TL simile. If this 
strategy is not possible, other alternatives can be used under DMC. The first is to render the 
SL metaphor into a TL one or a simile. Otherwise the translator can resort to a paraphrase, a 
footnote, an explanation or, at worst, omit the word or expression.
Metaphors of similar mapping conditions, Al-Hasnawi further explains, are those articulating 
a small number of ideas shared by the two languages and having approximately similar 
expressions. They are those referred to as “cultural universals” (2007). With Al-Hasnawi’s 
explanation in mind, we can cite some examples of metaphorical expressions in English with 
similar mapping conditions in French:
la) To be at daggers drawn^  ^(English) 
lb) Etre à couteaux tirés (French)
Literal meaning: to be involved in bitter conflict
^ The examples have been taken firom outside selected texts for a general understanding o f this concept.
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2a) You can’t make an omelette without breaking eggs (English)
2b) On ne fait pas d’omelette sans casser des œufs (French)
Literal meaning: You necessarily have to make a sacrifice to achieve something or make a 
progress
3 a) Walls have ears (English)
3 b) Les murs ont des oreilles (French)
Literal meaning: Someone may be listening (to a conversation)
The three English expressions above (la, 2a and 3a) and their French equivalents (lb, 2b and 
3b) map closely (i.e. they articulate ideas shared by the two languages) and, as a result, can 
be translated from one language to the other using the SMC strategy described above. In fact, 
the literal meanings provided apply to both the English and French texts. However, since the 
cultures of two different communities can never be the same, differences are evident in the 
following examples (literal translations have been provided to further help bring out the 
differences):
4a) A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush (English);
4b) Un tiens vaut mieux que deux tu l’auras (French).
Literal translation: Having one thing is worth more than you will have two things.
5a) A word to the wise is enough (English);
5b) A bon entendeur salut (French).
Literal translation: The good listener is saved.
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In 4a and 4b, while the English is talking about birds, the French refers to gifts, showing the 
differences in conceptualization. A similar observation can be made on 5a and 5b because the 
English makes reference to the wise while the French talks about a good listener. However, 
the ideas being expressed are the same as shown in the literal translations provided. Al- 
Hasnawi’s explanation, which we can apply here, is that different cultures conceptualize 
experiences in varying ways. The differences in the expressions, therefore, are the culture- 
specific conceptual configurations characteristic of speakers of each of the languages. Such 
differences, as will be shown in the analysis that follows, become more pronounced in the 
case of postcolonial texts, mainly because of the introduction of African literature into the 
European languages of literary production.
5.7 The Translation of Postcolonial Novels
The translator working on postcolonial African literature is expected “to retain those aspects 
of the African novel that account for its Afiicanness” (Bandia 1994: 101). In evaluating the 
difficulties facing the European translator of African novels, therefore, one has to take into 
account the Afidcan authors’ aim of trying to capture the sociolinguistic and socio-cultural 
realities of African life and setting in their novels, using imagery and language based on 
Afidcan experiences. In so doing, these writers try to nativize European languages so as to 
adapt them to Afidcan imagination. It is a task that calls for the bridging of the gap between 
the foreign (European) languages and Afirican culture. Thus one sees in a postcolonial West 
African novel some characters being assigned the type of linguistic code that represents their 
social status and the way they articulate language. This, in the case of English, ranges from 
native English spoken by Afidcan-bom Whites and expatriates to non-native English spoken 
iihperfectly as a foreign language (Angogo and Hancock 1980). The West Afidcan linguistic 
landscape is characterised by the usage of the English language at different levels. African- 
born Whites and expatriates are not very numerous in West Africa. This group of English
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speakers is, therefore, very small. Angogo and Hancock identify a group of people in West 
Africa who speak a type of English which is neither that of native speakers of non-African 
origin nor exactly the local one in their community. They are Africans bom abroad who have 
gone to live in their parents’ countries and who are usually compelled by social conditions to 
modify non-African English to that variety.
Another type of English described as African vernacular English (AVE) (Angogo and 
Hancock 1980: 72) is spoken with much fluency by people who have learnt an African 
language first in life. However, because of their education or profession, they have become 
exposed to the daily use of English to the extent that they speak it even better than their 
mother tongue, according to Angogo and Hancock. The fourth category of English speakers, 
according to Angogo and Hancock, is made up of those who imperfectly acquire the 
language. These people have not had sufficient exposure to the language to have mastered it. 
To these people, English remains a foreign rather than a second language. Speakers of 
another language variety. West African Pidgin, cannot be included among the readership. 
This is because, although widely spoken as a functional language in Nigeria in particular. 
Pidgin is considered as a variety of English whose “features are the result of an imperfect 
knowledge of the language, and [...] it has no stable form” (Angogo and Hancock 1980:70), 
although this may sound controversial from a socio-linguistic perspective. In fact, this 
variety, known as Creole in some parts of the sub-region, is not even regarded by some as 
English. African writers, while using European languages in a way that adequately describes 
African vegetation, climate, culture and the life of the people in general, equally try to make 
their characters use the variety of language which corresponds to their social status. In the 
case of Pidgin, although its users are not considered among the readership of West African 
authors, this language variety plays an important role in characterisation and plot.
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The second most widely used European language in the production of literary works in West 
Africa is French. L.-J. Calvet (1978: 29-32) asserts that what is termed “African French” is a 
reality because linguists have recognised this variety. Providing more details on the subject, 
Kwofie (1997: 11-12) observes that the various types or varieties of French in use in Africa 
have been observed as sharing common features. These common features then make this 
variety distinct from other known varieties. Another observation made by Kwofie is that 
although “African French” has identifiable differences, making it peculiar to Africa, it still 
belongs to the French language. In other words, “African French” is a “dialect” or “variety” 
of the language. The final observation made by Kwofie about the French language in Africa 
is that, as a “dialect”, it is used by individuals who are geographically distributed and are 
defined by social and economic criteria.
Looking at the French language in broad terms, two clearly distinct varieties have been
identified by Kwofie (1997: 60). These are “the very pure” French usually associated with
African writers and intellectuals and the uneducated French of various kinds. This
categorisation, based on the extremes of educated and uneducated French, varies according to
the level of education of the speaker and the degree of influence from African languages. In
the determination of educated French, one is guided by literary French which belongs to the
domain of artistic creation, as seen in bon usage (good usage). It is a standard variety
associated with educated French nationals and it is accompanied by a characteristic Parisian
accent in its spoken form. With norms of prescriptive grammars or dictionaries, this variety is
the one that Francophone nationals and foreign language students aim to acquire. Yet still
under bon usage, Kwofie (1997: 28-29) refers to further categorisation with careful language
at one extreme end of the spectrum. It is a variety of French which is said to be influenced by
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the reading of literary texts. This is the language of theses, expositions, discourses, lectures 
and other formal usages in general.
At the other extreme is familiar language, which is used among family members and close 
relations for reasons of familiarity and intimacy. It is spontaneous and less prescriptive and 
traced to habits acquired through education. Between these two extremes is what is described 
as actual or everyday language and it is mostly spread through the media. This variety may be 
written or spoken but some of the expressions used are not easily acceptable. Kwofie 
provides as an example the omission of “ne” which is becoming increasingly frequent, as in 
“j ’crois pas” or “il connaît rien à T affaire”. As noticed in the case of English, one can also 
talk of the pidginisation or créolisation (Kwofie 1997; 52-54) of French in West Africa 
because of its coexistence with several indigenous languages. Pidgin French is more common 
in Ivory Coast, where close to 30% of the population speak it, than in any other West African 
country. This “français de la rue” (“street French”), as it is popularly known, is a product of 
situations of multilingualism with high degree of simplification. It is often unintelligible to 
non-local Francophone nationals. Ivorian Pidgin is so unique that it is different from the 
variety spoken in neighbouring countries like Togo, Benin and Burkina Faso.
The linguistic techniques that writers employ to artistically represent the West African setting 
of their works involves a creativity which often attracts favourable as well as critical 
comments. In Batchelor’s opinion, innovative use of language can be positive when it meets 
“the approval of those who witness it or are affected by it” (Batchelor 2009; 31). This is 
especially the case when writers have to employ decolonising techniques to enable them to 
freely express their indigenous ideas in languages that are foreign to their culture. The use of
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language is also in some way governed by regulations and norms in the form of acceptable 
vocabulary and grammar. In some language systems, there are official authorities to oversee 
adherence to these regulations. The Académie Française (French Academy), which .makes 
recommendations on acceptable use of French vocabulary and grammar, is an example of 
such a body. The Academy’s recommendations are not legally binding and should be 
distinguished from what happens in some educational institutions where rules of grammar 
and vocabulary are vigorously enforced by the authorities. Ngugi wa Thiong’o (1986: 11) 
recounts the humiliating experiences he had during his school days. Any student who spoke 
in the native Gikuyu language, according to Ngugi, was subjected to a type of humiliation 
that compared him or her to an animal. The method adopted in the teaching of European 
languages as seen in Ngugi’s school days amounts to psychological torture which deters 
students from learning those languages even if they are intelligent enough to do so.
Although rules of grammar and vocabulary are not imposed on scholars in their use of a 
language, writers who want to be taken seriously among the literary elite strive to achieve a 
certain level of bon usage (good usage). Any attempt to bend these rules or overlook them in 
any way is considered by critics who insist on grammatical correctness (that is the high- 
prestige standard variety) as a “corruption” of language rather than an innovation. Amos 
Tutuola, for example, has been praised by some critics for his “grisly” tale written in “young 
English” (Peters 1993: 14), a euphemism for substandard use of English by a writer with 
limited education. Distinguished African scholars who are attuned to the Queen’s English 
were appalled by what they deem to be lapses in Tutuola’s style, heavily influenced by his 
mother tongue. However, postcolonial writers, including West Africans like Chinua Achebe 
and Ferdinand Oyono, devised writing techniques with an agenda in mind. These writers, 
according to Batchelor (2009: 32), do not conform to the norms of the languages of their ex-
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colonial masters as part of a strategy to subvert and décolonisé these languages. Batchelor’s 
analysis is in reference to that of Zabus (2007:118) that, what she terms “relexiflcation”, aims 
at subverting “the linguistically codified, to décolonisé the language of early, colonial 
literature” (Zabus 2007: 118). The use of language itself is a way of wielding power. 
Postcolonial writers are, therefore, compelled to, as it were, seize the language of the 
metropolitan centre and re-locate it in a “discourse fully adapted to the colonized space” 
(Ashcroft et al. 1989: 38). To do this the European languages are abrogated or denied their 
privilege through a rejection of their power as a means of communication. Also, the 
languages are captured and remoulded into new usages, thus marking “a separation from the 
site of colonial privilege” (ibid.).
Issues that have come up so far in this discussion regarding the use of European languages by 
postcolonial West African writers once again recall the dilemma these writers face. It is the 
dilemma of successfully expressing one’s culture and identity in a foreign hegemonic 
language. In a bid to address this dilemma, writers deterritorialize the colonial language in 
order to deprive it of its arborescence and, in the process, eliminate its “implied hierarchy and 
dominance” (Bandia 2002: 6-7). Writers also, according to Bandia, subvert the “colonial 
code” by neutralizing it and avoiding its hegemonic influence. This, adds Bandia, leads to the 
creation of a horizontal relationship with the “colonial code” rather than a vertical one. The 
process of reterritorializing the language within a postcolonial space through indigenization 
leads to the creation of (an)other code, a third code. This code is independent of the 
indigenous and European languages, though taking its source from them, sustaining a 
postcolonial literature which now has a life of its own and is no longer dependent upon norms 
dictated by colonial legacy. What is implied here, therefore, is that postcolonial writing is a 
product of “translation”. This is explained by the fact that since African writers are inspired
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by the oral tradition of their people, it is inferred that they are practising a type of writing 
which is in the form of translation with an unseen “original text”. This type of writing, one 
can conclude, from an unseen original text, is a challenge to Translation Studies, which is 
usually based on binary oppositions of source vs target, original vs secondary and others. 
Related to this is the strategy to do away with opposition between source and target cultures 
or major and minor ones.
Translation can also be viewed in its role as a crucial as well as a creative activity in African 
literature. Thus in its most orthodox sense, translation should be understood as “the linguistic 
operation that consists in transporting meaning from one language to another” (Gyasi 1999: 
80). This process, according to Gyasi, involves transportation, transmission, transposition and 
transformation at the same time whenever an African writer writes in a European language. 
Translation in this sense, therefore, becomes the vehicle through which Third World cultures 
are made to travel, that is transported or borne across to and recovered by audiences in the 
West. This analysis thus implies that texts written in any Western language, but about non- 
Westem cultures, are products of translation. Gyasi, therefore, concludes that translation is 
the process through which “African writers incorporate oral and traditional literary 
techniques such as proverbs, repetition, folktales, etc., into the foreign medium” (Gyasi 1999: 
80).
In view of all the above then, two levels of translation, primary and secondary, exist in the 
translation of African creative works. The primary level involves the expression of African 
discourse in a European language by an African writer, leading to the creation of an African 
variety of the European language. Any translator working on the text will, therefore, be called
166
upon to deal with the unique problems posed by the text’s non-standard nature. The 
secondary level is the “transfer” of African ideas from one European language to another. 
Here the translator will be dealing with both inter-lingual and inter-semiotic translation since 
both the content and formal characteristics of the African oral narrative are crucial to the 
appropriate representation of meaning in the written target language. By adopting such an 
approach, the translator will not only be dealing with words and their meanings, but also 
reproducing the appropriate sound effect that will convey the desired meaning from the 
source text to the target text. Authors of the novels chosen for this study import some 
indigenous words and phrases into the European language of literary production with the aim 
of creating a certain impact. It is common, for example, to read in Things Fall Apart phrases 
like ''Gome, gome, gome, gome, went the gong, and a powerful flute blew a high-pitched 
blast,” (p. 62). Reproducing these symbols in the translation process is a way of ensuring that 
the sound and its effect are not lost on target receivers.
In his analysis of the translation of postcolonial texts, from his perspective as a literary 
theorist, Simpson (1979), suggests that since the original African author has bridged the gap 
between the African idiom and the European one, all that the translator (translating an 
African text from one European language into another) has to do is to find equivalent 
expressions and registers in the target European language. In her presentation of the same 
argument, Batchelor (2009; 218) also suggests that the translator can replicate the African 
author’s innovative style by identifying the grammatical or morphological process used in the 
original innovation and applying it to the target language. To illustrate this point, Batchelor 
cites as an example Nidra Poller’s translation of the hypostasic expression “courber une 
pière” in Kourouma’s Monnè, outrages et défis. Poller renders “ensemble, ils courbèrent la 
première prière” by adapting the original to English to obtain “together they bowed the first
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prayer”. It is a simple process of adaptation which, in Batchelor’s view, can be applied to 
other instances of hypostasis, as in the following examples with suggested translations by 
Batchelor:
Tout s’arrange doux et calme, la douceur qui glisse, la femme qui console, et Thomme... 
(Kourouma 1970: 1996)
Everything slips into place, peaceful and calm, the peacefulness that soothes, the woman who 
consoles and the man...
Le Coran dit qu’un décédé est un appelé par Allah, un fini. (Kourouma 1970: 105)
The Koran says that a deceased is a called-by-Allâh, a finished.
There are, however, a number of factors that make the process more complex than expected. 
The first, as explained above, is the fact that no two European cultures share the same world 
view. The linguistic and cultural differences between the two language groups as a result will 
further complicate the problem of transferring an African literary representation from , one 
European language into another. Secondly, because the source text involves two cultures 
(African and European), its hybrid nature is bound to create specific translation problems. 
The third factor relates to the translator’s own “life-world” (Bandia 1993: 62). In other words, 
the translator’s own perceptions and prejudgment may affect the open-mindedness required 
in dealing with texts of this nature. Batchelor (2009: 219) also raises an issue which does not 
favour direct rendering of the original. In her view, while at the linguistic level such “direct 
copying” can be possible and successful, especially for language pairings like English- 
French, the style may not be acceptable to publishers and the reading public. Batchelor argues 
that since many publishing house editors and readers in general are monolingual, their 
assessment will be based on the translated text alone and not in relation to the source text.
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What further helps to clarify these issues is Henry’s (2003: 67) assertion that translation does 
not aim at producing linguistic correspondences but rather textual equivalences. The 
translator’s objective is to convey the meaning of the original text and not just the lexical or 
syntactic units. Henry argues further that the translator can only do this if he or she 
comprehends not only the content of the text but also its pragmatic value in order to produce 
a text that is of a similar level of intelligibility for its readers as that of the source text. What 
Henry’s argument means, therefore, is that the translator should not aim to produce a text 
based solely on the linguistic correspondences with the original but one which is analogous to 
the original in functional and pragmatic terms.
It is also important, on the other hand, not to. ignore the translator’s obligation towards the 
source text as demonstrated in Spivak’s (1993: 183) argument against the imposition of the 
popular aesthetic of fluency on foreign literature when it is imported into English. More 
precisely, Spivak implies that in view of some cultural implications, the translation methods 
used for literature of the Third World should not be based on the needs of the target language 
but on the obligations of the source text itself. It is an assertion which calls on the translator 
to be, first and foremost, an intimate reader of the source text. Spivak states:
First, then, the translator must surrender to the text. She must solicit the text to show the limits of 
its language, because that rhetorical aspect will point at the silence of the absolute fraying of 
language that the text wards off, in its special manner [...] translation is the most intimate act of 
reading. Unless the translator has earned the right to become the intimate reader, she cannot 
surrender to the text, cannot respond to the special call of the text. (1993: 183)
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While the hybrid nature of African literature in its rendering in a European language poses 
specific problems in translation, it has been observed, according to Gyasi (1999), that not 
enough theory of literary translation has been articulated so far to deal with it. For example, 
in translating West African narrative prose from English into French (and vice versa), there 
are additional fundamental problems because of differences between the two languages, 
which Vinay and Darbelnet (quoted in Gyasi 1999: 82) describe as “psychological”. 
According to Vinay and Darbelnet (1995), English is concrete and sees reality from the 
outside, but the abstract nature of French makes things to be seen from inside. Their example 
to illustrate this difference in the two languages is seen in the translation of the word 'ic i\  
which normally corresponds to the English word ‘here’. This is, however, not enough for 
English to express the difference between ‘up here’, ‘down here’, ‘in here’, ‘back here’ or 
‘over here’. A speaker in French will not normally border himself or herself with such detail 
(1995: 53). Unlike French, English defines movement and shape more clearly by its concrete 
verbs and its particles. In their comparison of two lists of noises, for example, French is 
limited in an abstract expression as seen in: ‘the slam of a door’: ‘/^ hruit d ’une porte 
‘confused buzz of voices’: bruit confus de voix’] ‘the pop of a cork’ (when a bottle is
opened): de bruit d ’une bouteille qu’on débouche ’ (1995: 55). Its continuous senses enable it 
to have a more marked sense of evolution. While French is often analytical English is more 
synthetic. English is credited with a wider range of vocabulary but not with a usage as strict 
as that of French. Also English words, by their structure, often suggest the ideas they express 
while French words owe their meaning to associations. It is for this reason that translation 
from French into English often calls for a certain modulation or a change in the way of 
looking at reality. Vinay and Darbelnet (1995: 36-37) define modulation as a variation of the 
form of the message, obtained by a change of the point of view. This becomes necessary 
when the translator wants to avoid a grammatically correct but unsuitable, unidiomatic or 
awkward utterance in the TL. They give as an example, ‘The time when...’ translated
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through modulation as ‘Le moment où ...’ Vinay and Darbelnet distinguish between fixed or 
obligatory modulation (the example being a typical one) and free or optional modulation 
whieh in most cases turns a negative expression into a positive one. An example is the 
expression ‘It is not difficult to show...’ translated as ‘II est difficile de démontrer.. .’
Challenges posed by African narrative texts to the translator, as enumerated so far, imply that 
Western-oriented, linguistics-based translation theories will be difficult to apply to African 
texts, to whieh they have very little relevance. Since translation is not a simple substitution 
process, but rather a product of a complex text-processing activity (Sehaffner 2004: 1255), 
Nida’s formal and dynamic equivalence, for example, cannot be relied upon in the translation 
of these texts, especially because of the multiplicity of meanings attached to African words 
and expressions. As Bandia (1993) suggests under circumstances of this nature, it would be 
appropriate for the translator to strive to operate at the level of the author. In other words, the 
translation strategy which appears to be appropriate here is a source text-oriented one. If the 
translator is an African and familiar with the cultural background of the text to be translated 
he or she will be at an advantage, as this will enable him or her to fully appreciate the 
author’s “life-world”. However, he or she will be transposing into his or her second language 
ideas that have been well understood in the native African tongue. It is therefore still not 
going to be easy for such a translator, since the only way to translate naturally, accurately and 
with maximum effectiveness is to translate into one’s language of habitual use (Newmark 
1988: 3). For a better appreciation of this difficulty it would be appropriate to devote the rest 
of this chapter to a review of strategies used in translating some postcolonial West African 
texts.
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5.8 Postcolonial Texts: A Review of Some Translation Strategies
The case made so far for the need to preserve the African ‘flavour’ of postcolonial African 
texts and the authors’ aim of representing African sensibility in their works, necessitate an 
analysis of a number of translation techniques known to have been used in rendering these 
texts from one European language into another. It is an analysis that will provide the 
necessary tools for a thorough review of the translation of Things Fall Apart and Une vie de 
hoy into French and English respectively. An area equally worth looking at is the extent to 
whieh these techniques are consistent with the linguistically innovative features of the 
original texts and whether they adhere to the standard variety of the target language in order 
to make the work accessible to as wide an audience as possible, including the Western 
readership. Batchelor (2009: 207) observes that a number of techniques are employed by 
translators to render original texts less opaque. These include the addition of paratextual 
material such as glossaries and introductory essays. To offer a smoother reading experience 
for the target audience, glosses, whenever they are used, are moved into the text rather than 
providing them in footnotes. Other techniques identified by Batchelor include tendencies 
towards domestication in the approach to relexification, using longer compounds, derivations 
and hypostasis in Standard English (in the translation of Sub-Saharan Francophone African 
novels into English).
5.8.1 Selected African Francophone Texts and their Translation: An Analysis
A number of writing techniques used by African Francophone authors, whieh Batchelor
identifies as problem areas in translation, include “visible traces”, “basilectal and mesolectal
French”, and “onomastics and wordplay.” The term “visible traces” is used by Zabus (2007)
to describe the way African languages are depicted in novels through direct borrowing of
Affican-language words. According to Zabus, African writers, in their writing, allow ‘visible’
African words, phrases or whole sentences to “seep through the cracks and crannies of the
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europhone narrative” (Zabus 2007: 175). She cites as an example Mariama Bâ’s Une si 
longue lettre in which the word “kora” (a West African stringed musical instrument) is used 
in the following phrase with no translation or gloss: “cendres ancestrales remuées, au son 
électrique des koras” (Bâ 1980: 45) (the ancestral ashes stirred to the electric sound of the 
koras, Bâ 1982: 28). A number of strategies used in translating “visible traces” from French 
into English, which have been discussed by Batchelor (2009: 67), are worth looking at since 
they will help in the analysis of some of the techniques used in the translation of Une vie de 
boy into English. While some of the traces have been retained, others have been eliminated. 
Those retained are subject to orthographic or typographic alterations. In addition, changes are 
made to material accompanying the traces in the form of footnotes or glosses. On the whole, 
however, Batchelor (2009: 217) observes that the translation of traces should not pose any 
problem for the translator who is attempting to preserve the original author’s innovations. All 
that the translator has to do, according to Batchelor, is to adopt the same strategies for 
incorporating the traces as used in the source text. An example of this translation strategy 
given by Batchelor (2009: 56) is Sembène Ousmane’s Le Dernier de Vempire in which 
nicknames are shouted at the Prime Minister’s West Indian wife (a foreigner living in 
Senegal):
Elle avait glané quelques mots wolofs, des plaisanteries, des propos stupides: « Bambara Geec! 
Jam u geec ». Ces épithètes discriminatoires l’ulcéraient à présent. (Sembène 1981: 318)
She had picked up a few Wolof words, jokes, stupid remarks: ^Bambara geec! Jam u geecL Those 
prejudiced expressions made her furious. (Sembène 1983: 175)
It is to be observed that the expressions Bambara Geec and Jam u geec have been reproduced 
in the translation. The original, however, has this footnote: Bambara Geec: esclave originaire
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des Antilles. Jam u Geec: esclave venu au-delà de l’océan. This serves as additional 
information about the origin of the two nicknames.
Local or Africanised usage of French, a non-standard variety of the language, also constitutes 
a problem area in the translation of postcolonial West African literature from French into 
English. This manner of using language to identify individual characters, as explained earlier 
(see Bandia 1994), takes the form of pidginisation (Zabus 2007: 112) and it involves the use 
of French at the basilectal level (Batchelor 2009: 88). Also known os petit nègre, this variety 
of language is common among indigenous people who are unable to speak the standard 
variety of French. It is also used by educated people who have a good command of French 
but use petit nègre to communicate with their compatriots who cannot use standard French, 
or to imitate them. Batchelor selects the following passage from Amadou Hampaté Bâ’s 
novel, L ’Etrange Destin de Wangrin, as a good example of pidgin French:
Une semaine plus tard, alors que Wangrin, rêveur, se tenait assis sur son banc non loin de l’entrée 
du bureau du commandant, celui-ci cria : « Planton !
Ma commandant ?...
Appelle-moi Wangrin.
Wangrin ! Commandant ! peler toi. » (Bâ 1973: 249)
In the above, the sentry (planton) who cannot speak standard French uses the incorrect gender 
to address his boss (“ma commandant”, instead of “mon commandant”). Also the verb 
“appeler” is shortened as “peler” without being conjugated, “i” is used instead of “il”. This iji 
standard French would be: “Wangrin, le commandant t ’appelle.” For the translation of this 
type of language into English, the translator will have to take into consideration the target 
audience and the date of publication. Since the particular novel here is a post-independence
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one, the translator can render the petit nègre using an English pidgin that is reminiscent of 
WAPE (West African Pidgin English). Taylor’s translation of the passage is as follows:
A week later, as he was sitting musing on his bench, fairly close to the Commandant’s door, he 
heard a shout of : “Orderly!”
“Presensa, Oga Commanda!”
“Ask Wangrin to come in.”
“Wangrin! Oga Commanda i say mek you enta.” (Bâ 1999: 147)
The use of the word “Oga” to mean “boss” is a testimony to the fact that the translator 
ehooses to use Nigerian pidgin out of the different varieties spoken in other West African 
countries. In Ghana, for example, the pidgin word for boss is “Massa”, derived from the word 
“Master”. This decision might have been influenced by the fact that Pidgin English is more 
widely spoken in Nigeria, the most populated West African country where this variety of 
English is the lingua franca (Angogo and Hancock 1980). .
Batchelor uses the term “onomastics”, which means the study of names, to refer to names of 
characters in West African novels. These names have meanings reflecting the owners’ 
situation of birth, bravery, glorification, resistance to a situation (colonial rule, for example), 
and so on. Batchelor cites as an example Dongala’s Jonny chien méchant, in which a 
character chooses to nickname himself as Lufua Liwa, which means “Kill Death”, or rather 
“Cheat Death”. The owner of the name believes that a name’s power can influence his fate 
because a name is not just a name but contains hidden power. It is important to know the role 
names play in an individual’s life in West Africa. In many communities, names are given 
according to the day one is bom. In Ghana, for example, Kwesi, Kwadzo, Kwabla, Kweku,
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Yao, Kofi and Kwami are given to boys bom on Sunday, Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, 
Thursday, Friday and Saturday, respectively. Their female counterparts are called Esi, Adzo, 
Abla, Aku, Yawa, Afi and Ami, respectively. In addition, a name like Gbeve could be given 
to a boy child, meaning “two voices”. The actual meaning is that “two voices” do not bring 
up a child. That is to say both parents of a child should use a united voice to bring up the 
child.
“Wordplay”, like “onomastics” (Batchelor 2009: 184-205), has also been employed by West 
African writers to produce some literary effects in their works. Usually in the form of 
punning, wordplay is used sarcastically for mockery in various ways. An example of this 
selected by Batchelor is in L ’Aventure ambiguë by Cheikh Hamidou Kane thus: L’école 
apprend aux hommes seulement à lier le bois au bois... pour faire des édifices de bois... 
(Kane 1961: 19), (The school only teaches men to join wood to wood -  to make wooden 
buildings, Kane 1972: 9). The punning created from the word “hois” serves as a mockery of 
what children are taught in school. As Batchelor explains, quoting the original narrator, the 
word ‘school’ pronounced in the language of the region means ‘wood’, thus the act of joining 
wood to wood is a metaphoric reference to difficulty of survival in that society.
As Batchelor (2009: 221) observes, the translation of onomastics and wordplay, like visible 
traces, is not expected to pose any serious problem for the translator since individual 
elements in the original texts can be replicated to convey the intended meaning. The text 
quoted above from L Aventure ambiguë, for example, has been translated as “The school 
only teaches men to join wood to wood -  to make wooden buildings” (Kane 1972: 9). What 
poses a little challenge, however, Batchelor notes, is the translation of French proper names
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that evoke other meanings, especially when the meanings of such names are ambiguous or 
only obliquely evocative. Batchelor’s example of this is the “Monsieur Cimtierre” in Chemin 
d ’Europe by Ferdinand Oyono. Although this name has been suecessfully rendered by its 
English target equivalent, “Mr Cemetery”, other controversial names may not easily succumb 
to such translation solutions, especially if they are of indigenous origin.
5.8.2 Analysis of Postcolonial West African Texts in English and their Translation 
into French
Batchelor’s evaluation of the translation strategies employed in rendering novels by West 
African Francophone authors into English, is mostly based on Jacqueline Henry’s (2003) 
view on the expected objective of translation discussed earlier. Translation, according to 
Henry (2003: 66-129), aims to produce textual equivalences but not linguistic 
correspondences. In. other words the linguistic means employed in the source and target texts 
cannot be compared in isolation, but only “in relation to the entire system of expression” 
(Popovic 1970: 84). This point of view further observes that translation is expected to convey 
the meaning of the original, something which is different from the sum of linguistic meanings 
of words or structures of the original text. This also brings to mind the novel approach to the 
translation of metaphors since the 1980s when cognitive linguistics theorists like Lakoff and 
Johnson established that the locus of everyday conventional metaphors is not in language, but 
in thought. Thus in the view of cognitive linguists the use of metaphors involves 
understanding of one domain of experience in terms of a different domain of experience.
Bandia (1993) suggests that “translation shifts” appear to be the most appropriate approach to 
what is termed “cultural untranslatability”. Shifts, according to Bakker et al (2001: 226), refer 
in literature to changes which occur or may occur in the process of translating, and they result
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from attempts to deal with systemic differences. Systemic differences, Bakker et al explain 
further, exist between source and target languages and cultures, and they are part of the 
opening conditions for translation. Shifts, therefore, are concomitant with the transfer of 
certain values of expression or content across semiotie borders in the process of translating. 
Even in the early days of Translation Studies as a discipline, Catford (1965: 99) pointed out 
that cultural untranslatability is different from linguistic untranslatability, and it occurs when 
a situational feature, whieh is functionally relevant for the source language text, is completely 
absent from the culture of the target language. Bandia’s analysis of caiques, semantic shifts 
and collocational shifts below gives an insight into techniques employed by some African 
writers and the translation approach used in rendering some of the expressions they use.
According to Yenay and Darbelnet (2002: 85-86), a caique is a special kind of borrowing by 
whieh a form of expression in a language is translated literally, each of its elements, into 
another language. This results in either a lexical caique (one which respects the syntactic 
structure of the TL, whilst introducing a new mode of expression) or a structural caique, 
which introduces a new construction into the language. For example, “compliments de la 
saison” (French) and “science-fiction” (French) are lexical and structural caiques respectively 
from English’ Similarly, calques refer to the almost literal translation of native Aftrican words 
and expressions into European languages. They may also include whole sentences or native 
expressions that are usually considered to be sayings or idiomatic expressions in the native 
language. Caiques are also often language-specific utterances that are translated into the 
European language, and whieh can only be understood in terms of the socio-cultural 
background of the speech community in which they are used. An analysis of the following 
examples, chosen by Bandia (1993: 64-65) from Achebe’s Arrow o f God, will be helpful in
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preparing the ground for similar analysis of Things Fall Apart in the next Chapter (Six) since 
the two novels have the same Ibo traditional theme:
1) “Moon, may your face meeting mine bring good fortune” (Achebe, 1964, p. 2) (Lune, 
puisses-tu me voir et m’apporter le Bonheur, d’Almeida et al, 1978, p. 12)
2) “...this my friend” (i.e. this friend of mine) (Achebe, 1964, p. 96) (...celui-ci, de mon ami, 
d’Almeida et al, 1978, p. 131)
3) “long throats” (Achebe, 1964, p. 121) (les gens cupids, d’Almida et al, 1978, p. 162)
4) “They are quiet” (Achebe, 1964, p. 110) (Ils sont sages, d’Almeida et al, 1978, p. 149)
5) “speak into my words” (Achebe, 1964, p. 144) (mêler les mots aux miens, d’Almeida et al, 
1978, p. 193)
6) “to be found at home” (Achebe, 1964, p. 122) (trouver ‘à la maison’, d’Almeida et al, 1978, 
p. 165)
As Bandia explains, the statement in (1) is a literal translation by Achebe of a way of 
speaking among the traditional Ibo community. It is a register that is associated with prayers, 
incantations, religious or ritualistic occasions. The moon’s “face” becomes visible when it is 
shining. Once the shining moon appears in the sky, it assumes a symbol linked with the 
traditional activities and beliefs of the people. This is why its arrival is announced by the 
Chief Priest so that people can look for it and reassure themselves of the beginning of good 
fortunes for the month. On this particular occasion, the senior wife of the Chief Priest is 
expressing her excitement at the fact that the new moon, whose arrival has just been 
announced by her husband, would bring good fortune once she is able to see it with her own 
eyes. However, the expression she uses, “your face meeting mine”, is a literal translation of 
an indigenous expression connoting good fortune, through coineidenee. This vital element is 
lacking in the French translation as Bandia rightly points out, since a back translation will 
read as “may you see me and bring me happiness”.
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The practice of allowing his characters to speak in the language they are noted for explains 
why Achebe’s indigenous characters use expressions that have been literarily translated from 
loeal languages, enabling readers to identify them by the way they speak. The use of the 
expression “this my friend” attributed to Ezeulu, the Chief Priest, is a deliberate technique by 
the author to allow this religious leader to use the type of language known among the 
traditional Ibos. The author eould have used the expression “this friend of mine” which is the 
standard variety but that would have denied the speaker the sense of intimaey, familiarity, 
closeness or endearment contained in the original Ibo expression. Here too, as Bandia 
remarks, in spite of the translators’ efforts at preserving thé socio-cultural value of the 
expression, they fail to actually convey the exact meaning of the original. The French 
expression they have coined, apart from deviating from the original, seems not to mean 
anything in the given context.
The Chief Priest in Arrow o f God describes a diviner who, against traditional custom, takes 
home the chicken bought for a sacrifice as one of those “with more greedy, long throats in the 
pursuit of medicine [...] like a vulture”. It is in reply to a query by someone whether it is the 
custom to do so. The translation of people with “long throats” in (3) as “les gens cupids”, i.e. 
greedy people, actually conveys the meaning of greed, but Bandia appears not to be very 
satisfied with this rendering because it fails to reflect the indigenous eoimotation that goes 
with it. It is a genuine concern because the speaker is also not content with greed alone but 
adds the expression portraying someone stretching his or her neck out of greed for a reason 
which is lost in the French translation.
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The English saying “no news is good news” has a logic that is implied in the saying “they are 
quiet” (4) in reply to the question: “how are the people of your compound?” If the people are 
quiet, it simply means nothing bad is happening to them to report or worry about. In other 
words they are in good health. A word-for-word translation of “they are quiet” into French 
would have been obtuse, hence the decision to opt for the French expression “ils sont sages” 
which is a convenient way of rendering the Ibo expression. A similar strategy is used in 
translating the expression “speak into my words” in (5), meaning “interrupt my speech”. The 
French expression “mêler tes mots aux miens” is a more appropriate one that reflects the Ibo 
idiom used in the original.
The expression “found at home” in (6) is used to describe the condition of a young woman 
who is about to get married. It is a literal translation of the Ibo way of describing a virgin. 
Achebe probably retains the Ibo expression because of its symbolic relevance, since it shows 
that the bridegroom finds the bride “at home” not “outside”. Bandia describes the translation 
into French “trouver ‘à la maison’” as having missed the point completely but does not 
provide any alternative. Certainly, the translators are unable to find any French expression to 
appropriately render this expression as seen in (5) and (6) above. This is why the literal 
rendering they have appears to be the most appropriate way of replicating the Ibo expression 
which had been literarily translated into English.
Another relevant example selected by Bandia is an expression (and its translation) taken fi-om 
Gabriel Okara’s The Voice: “May we live to see tomorrow” (i.e. goodnight) (Okara, 1964, p. 
51) (Puissions-nous voir le jour qui va suivre, Sevry, 1985, p. 43). This expression is the 
literal translation by Okara of the traditional way of bidding goodnight among the Ijaw
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people of Nigeria. In this community, as in many other parts of Africa, the long dark night is 
considered to be lull of uncertainties and associated with all kinds of dangers. People always 
pray to God or their ancestors to protect them during the night so that they can live to “see the 
next day”. On parting company with a friend or relative, it is normal to wish each other well, 
using the type of expression that Okara has translated from his own indigenous language. The 
last part of the translation by Sevry “...le jour qui va suivre,” could have been just “demain” 
but he chooses a gloss to make it sound more idiomatic in the target language, conveying the 
meaning all the same. It would be observed that the translator’s search for the appropriate 
French expression for the ST could only be understood in the context of dynamic 
equivalence. However, this has the potential of reversing the original author’s intention of 
expressing the Ibo (African) worldview in his European language of literary production.
5.9 Collocational Shift
The resort to shifts in the production of West African postcolonial texts is often inevitable in 
view of the differences in the languages involved. This obviously has some implications for 
their translation from one European language into another. Collocational shift has also been 
identified by Bandia (1993: 70-74) as another form of translation shift used in this literary 
creation. By this, Aftdcan authors combine words in their European languages of writing with 
no regard for “collocational rules such as selectional restrictions or co-occurrence” (Bandia 
1993: 70) in order to convey African meaning. Bandia explains that even where the 
collocational forms do not violate “rules” of the standard variety of the language, the African 
authors may assign a new meaning to the forms to alter their likely co-occurrence in native 
use. The Africanness of the collocated sequences is enhanced by the violation of the 
collocational rules that make them non-native to European languages. African writers, 
according to Bandia, also use collocational shift to turn around the syntax of European 
languages, in order to reflect the syntax of their native African languages. Compounds may
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also be formed to follow the pattern of compounding in European languages without the 
resultant compound being native to European languages. These compounds are used either to 
summarise longer expressions from native languages or to express meaning represented by 
only one word in the native language. Discussions which follow below will be based on 
arguments advanced by Bandia, with some examples provided by him.
5.9.1 Names, References and Modes of Address
Bandia argues that a difficulty that cannot be underestimated in the translation of postcolonial 
African literature is how to render names, references and modes of address which have been 
transported from indigenous languages into European languages by African authors. The 
problem here is not substantially different from Batchelor’s discussion on onomastics and 
wordplay.
Bandia refers to some of these structures often expressed in elaborate compound formation
that may not have the same form in English and French. An example is how in Achebe’s
Arrow o f  Go /^, a young man teases his sister about her runny nose, calling her ‘Never-a-dry-
season-in-the-nose’ (p 210). In their translation, d’Almeida et al render the name as
“Regardez son nez qui n ’a jamais connu de saison sèche!” It is a translation that, according to
Bandia, deviates from the intentions of the original author to recreate in the European
language an African name with a meaning. The translation also takes away the African
flavour of the name created through the use of a eompound strueture. Similarly, the
translation of ‘Anthill nose’ (Achebe, 1964: 210) as: ‘Et ton nez a toi? II ressemble à une
termitière’ (d’Almeida et al 1978: 276) does not adequately convey the original author’s
message. Bandia’s proposed translation, ‘Nez-de-termitière’, appears to be more acceptable
because, as a eompound formation, it is closer to the intended indigenous African expression.
In Bandia’s opinion, the translation o f ‘Abraham le Désossé’ (Beti 1957: 52) as ‘Abraham the
Boneless Wonder’ (Green 1958: 32) is generally adequate because it maintains the praise-
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name (niekname) structure of the original while the humour aspect is not lost in translation. 
The oral narrative eharacteristies of African texts, according to Bandia, are so important that 
translators,are expected to reproduce the oral poetry in names in order not to lose the 
significanee of their use in creative works.
5.9.2 Kinship Terms
African writers also use kinship terms to enhance the traditional colour of their works 
because of their cultural characteristics which, Bandia maintains, should be preserved in 
translation. The occurrences of kinship terms, according to Bandia, do not normally violate 
the syntactic rules of European languages, although they are unusual from a pragmatic point 
of view. Bandia provides examples where they have been translated without much difficulty. 
These include, d’Ameidia et al translation of Achebe’s (1964) “Son of our daughter” (p 23) 
as “Fils de notre fille” (p 37); “Father of my mother” (p 23) as “Père de ma Mère” (p 38). 
Also in The Voice (1964) by Okara, “Your father’s father’s father (p 95) is translated as “Père 
du père de ton père” (Sevry 1985: 91); “the son of the son of the son of Bumo” (p 96) is 
translated as “le fils du fils du fils de Bumo” (Sevry 1985: 92).
5.9.3 Violated Syntax
Gabriel Okara has demonstrated in his novel. The Voice, that he is a writer who believes in 
the utilisation of African ideas, African philosophy and African folklore and imagery to the 
fullest extent possible as seen in statements such as, “Who are you people be?” (p 26) 
translated as “Et vous, les gens, qui pouvez-vous être?” (1985: 15); “You cannot a thing I 
have done not put on my head: how can you on my head put a thing that happened not?” 
(1964: 66) translated as “Vous ne pouvez pas une chose qui point n’ai accomplie me faire 
endosser; Comment pouvez-vous me faire endosser une chose qui point ne s’est passée?” 
(1985: 60). These are vemaeular-based expressions which pose serious translation challenges
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and Bandia commends Sevry for the able manner in which he deals with them, although the 
French renditions have not been able to capture the native expressions as perfectly as the 
English one does. This problem could be due to the fact that Okara’s writing techniques (see 
Okara 1963: 15-16) involve translating ideas literally from his native Ijaw language into 
English and this may be difficult for the translator to render into French. Moreover, Sevry, a 
Frenchman, does not have the same sensibility as Okara with regard to Ijaw language and 
culture. In his analysis of the translation, Bandia (1993: 73) observes that Sevry has been 
ingenious enough to “bend” the French language in order to reproduce the strange syntax 
invented by Okara. This involves the use of obsolete structures like “que point ne s’est 
accomplie,” “qui point ne s’est passée,” to make up for those structures used in English for 
which it is difficult to find equivalents in French. As the phrase “coming-in people be” 
sounds bizarre in English, the translator has to create a corresponding bizarre expression in 
French: “des gens à entrer”. Bandia sees the expression “put on my head” (meaning to put the 
blame on me) as a literal translation of an expression that exists in some West African 
languages. The translation of this into French as “me faire endosser” has been analysed by 
Bandia (1993: 73) as involving a metaphorical transposition involving the use of body parts, 
from “head” in English to “dos” in French, which translates into “shoulder” in English as in 
the expression “to shoulder responsibility for”. In Bandia’s opinion, much appears to have 
been done in this translation to reproduce the African content of the message, but there is still 
a slight inevitable loss in the socio-cultural significance of the expression.
5.10 In Conclusion
It has been observed in this chapter that African literary production through the process of 
indigenisation leads to the creation of a variety of European languages (English and French) 
for the expression of the African experience as appropriately as possible. In altering the 
language to enable it to carry an African message, the postcolonial writer endeavours not to
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make it lose its value as a medium of international exehange (Achebe 1975: 61). This makes 
it a ‘standard’ variety in its own right (Bandia 1993: 74). This writing as translation inspired 
by African oral tradition involves a source text-oriented translation from an ‘unseen source 
text’, resulting in the production of a figurative language-dominated text, so created to 
accommodate African culture otherwise alien to the coloniser’s language.
The complex nature of African literature produced in European languages implies that an 
innovative translation strategy be devised for its translation from one European language into 
another. This is because, as has been observed, the African worldview so painstakingly 
transported from minority African culture into the hegemonic European one, risks being 
compromised through the use of translation strategies which do not take into account theories 
such as those established by cognitive linguists. The translation strategies discussed here, 
therefore, are similar to those which inspired the authors of the original African texts in their 
literal rendering from indigenous African languages. Thus translation strategies whieh, as far 
as possible reflect the message in the original, appear to be most appropriate since the 
concern here is not for the needs of the target language but obligations to the source text itself 
(Spivak 1993: 182). It is a process that involves translation techniques like caiques, semantic 
and collocational shifts in such a way that the African experience is suecessfully expressed in 
European languages. These analyses will provide an important framework for those to be 
carried out on Things Fall Apart and Une vie de hoy in the next chapter in a bid to determine 
how far these novels and their translations convey the African experience.
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Chapter 6
The Translation of Things Fall Apart and Une vie de boy
6.1 Introduction
The eurrent chapter foeuses on the selected novels. Things Fall Apart and Une vie de boy, 
through the prism of translation in the light of the analysis in previous chapters. Although 
literary theorists and writers like Chinua Achebe (1975) and Amadou Koné (1992) maintain 
that African languages are the channels through which indigenous discourse can best be 
articulated, it has also been established that the continent’s historical circumstances did not 
favour this. Given the linguistic reality that the colonial experience has bequeathed to the 
people of Africa, the use of the metropolitan language system has been favoured over the 
minority one. Also, given their linguistic reality, Africans need to adopt a discourse system 
that will unite the different ethnic groups and connect them to the international community. 
Since African writers have chosen to use European languages for the expression of the 
African experience, the question that has emerged and which has been dealt with so far in 
relation to existing literature, is: to what extent has indigenous discourse been successfully 
expressed in the chosen metropolitan languages?
Despite these linguistic constraints, African writers could nevertheless still have chosen to 
write in their mother tongue as, indeed, the famous writer Ngugi wa Thiong’o has done. This, 
it has been demonstrated in preceding chapters, means addressing a limited readership and 
relying on a writing system that is yet to be fully developed. Achebe’s and Oyono’s, and 
indeed most African writers’, decision to use the metropolitan language has been enhanced 
by the writing techniques they employ. By attempting to décolonisé English and French, 
infusing them with African vocabulary, adages, proverbs and aphorisms, they have forced
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these European languages to carry lexical and semantic structures whieh they are not 
traditionally known for.
The issue of translation has dominated this study almost from its beginning, especially since 
representing African oral culture in European languages is itself a form of translation. This is 
why a substantial part of this research has been devoted to analysing the merits and demerits 
of expressing the African experience in languages whieh are foreign to it. In other words the 
question has been: how has the African message, a product of translation from an “unseen” 
text, been rendered into another European language? This question arises because of the 
possibility of losing some culture-specifre ideas in translation. Analyses carried out in 
previous chapters, in answer to this question, show that expressing the African experience in 
the languages of former colonial masters appears to be the preferred alternative for a 
continent with such a colonial reality. Indeed, Achebe and Oyono, through their literary 
works in English and French respectively, have suecessfully used two languages of power 
(English and French) to give the international community a sense of African history and of 
the effects of colonialism on Africa.
This chapter focuses on the application of translation strategies discussed in Chapter Five to 
Le Monde s ’Effondre and Houseboy, the translated versions of Things Fall Apart and Une vie 
de boy respectively. This is consistent with the stated aim of the research to examine the 
extent to whieh the translations of these African novels into other European languages have 
been faithful to the original authors’ agenda of “decolonising” the European languages to 
convey the African message.
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6.2 The Translation of Things Fail Apart and Une vie de boy into French 
and English -  Evaluation of Decolonised Translation
Achebe’s (1975: 70) views on the need for Africans to tell their own story, which is reflected 
in the philosophy adopted by many African writers and literary theorists, explains to a large 
extent why postcolonial African writers adopt a distinctive style through the creation of a 
modulated version, referred to as an “African variety” (Bandia 1993: 55), of the European 
language of writing. In Things Fall Apart and Une vie de hoy various writing techniques have 
been used to Africanisé the English and the French in order to facilitate the expression of 
indigenous African ideas for other publications, as also noted in Chapter Five. To recap, this 
involves the incorporation of traditional proverbs, adages and sayings through calquing, 
interpolation of the vernacular (similar to code-mixing), animal stories and irony, using the 
standard variety of English (and French) associated with West African intellectuals (Angogo 
and Hancock 1980) and Pidgin. These linguistic and cultural features, having been identified 
as the major ones that give African characteristics to the novels, are an important part of the 
following analysis of their translation from English into French and vice versa.
6.2.1 Proverbs, Adages and Traditional Sayings
AchUoQA Things Fall Apart is hailed as a successful African work of art that portrays the 
soeio-cultural image of the Ibo, an indigenous Afiican community, not only to the outside 
world but also to Africans themselves. One of the techniques used by the author to structure 
his prose and display its complex philosophical meanings is the use of proverbs, adages and 
traditional sayings. These are mostly attributed to elders of the community who have, through 
oral tradition, inherited such words of wisdom from their ancestors. Angogo and Hancock
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(1980: 90) assert that Achebe, a gifted creative writer, obtained the images, allusions and 
metaphors that he draws on by listening to and observing how men and women in his 
indigenous community use them. He draws on his ‘translation’ skills to create a beautiful 
conversational style to achieve an “African impact” (ibid.). The end product is a novel which 
is read all over Africa and the world at large. In order to maintain the innovative technique 
which gives the novel its reputation, translating it into French requires linguistic choices 
which can help reproduce in French the African “flavour” for which the English version is 
popular with readers. In his use of proverbs at different stages of his novel, Achebe’s choice 
of these markers of “narrative locality in African literature” (Adeeko 1998: 29) is based on 
the expression of nostalgia, making an observation or expressing an opinion in a way that 
contributes to the primary aim of producing African discourse. Some of the proverbs reflect 
the central theme of the novel. The following analysis seeks to evaluate the extent to which 
Ligny’s linguistic choices help bring out in French the message in the English text.
A feeling created in the early stages of the novel is that of nostalgia, which old men and 
women feel as they observe the youth at play on a moonlit night. Such nostalgia is expressed 
in Ibo, according to Achebe, by the following proverb (the published French version is 
added):
“When the moon is shining the cripple becomes hungry for a walk.” (p. 7).
- Quand la lune brille, l’envie d’aller se promener démange les infirmes, (p. 18).
Achebe uses the technique of calquing (of this Ibo expression) explained in the previous
chapter (Vinay and Darbelnet 2002: 85-86) to describe the nostalgic feeling. It is a typical
metaphorical way of substituting one linguistic expression for another (Schaffrier 2004:
1254). The Ibo saying being used here is that when old men and women see children play on
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a moonlit night, they (elders) wish they eould return to their youthful days to play like 
children once again, but it is impossible for them to do so, just as a cripple eannot all of a 
sudden start to walk like other people. This traditional expression does not pose any 
particular difficulty to a translator who wants to preserve the innovative rendering of the 
adage from Ibo culture and language into English in order to reflect the traditional 
worldview. Ligny’s translation appears to replicate the source text (ST), although the verb 
“démanger” as the main verb of the second clause does not conform to this analysis. Its 
meaning suggests “itching for a walk”. It appears Ligny has made this choice because it 
makes more sense than the literal translation, “avoir faim pour la promenade”.
Proverbs also serve as a means of expressing “universal truth” (Simpson 2004: ix) about 
some kind of feeling, of unease, for example. This feeling is expressed in the form of an 
allusion so that it is understood only in its intended context. An example of this is the 
proverb,
“[A]n old woman is always uneasy when dry bones are mentioned in a proverb” (p. 15)
-[U]ne vieille femme est toujours gênée quand on parle d’os desséchés dans un proverbe. ( p. 30).
The proverb alludes to Okonkwo’s father, Unoka, whose legacy of laziness Okonkwo might 
have remembered with embarrassment on an occasion when someone else’s laziness is being 
talked about. Here no variation is required to render the expression in French. Ligny’s literal 
translation above, therefore, appears to convey the message in the ST.
Another proverb is in the form of an allusion about the hero of Things Fall Apart, Okonkwo, 
who allows his bravery and success to go to his head and so:
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“They called him the little bird nza who so far forgot himself after a heavy meal that he challenged 
his chi” (p. 22)
-Ils l’appelaient le petit oiseau nza qui, après un repas plantureux, s’était oublié au point de 
provoquer son chi (p. 43)
Ligny’s translation here seeks to somehow depart from the .^ ic a n  thought pattern that 
Achebe is expressing in the original. In the first place, translating the expression, “they called 
him” as “on l’appelaient” would have been more appropriate in this context to replicate the 
level of informality than “ils l’appelaient”. The expression, “heavy meal” too could have 
been translated as “repas lourd” because “plantureux”, which suggests copiousness and 
lavishness, has some nuance of difference in meaning since it is not explicit about the 
heaviness of the meal, a way of calquing the Ibo expression. Also the translation of 
“challenged his chU is problematic. The word chi, meaning one’s personal god, controls 
people’s destiny, according to Ibo cosmology (Achebe 1975: 93-103). The challenge 
described here means defying or disobeying (one’s chi) out of complacency because of 
material satisfaction (gained from a heavy meal). The suggested translation in place of 
Ligny’s ‘provoquer’ (to provoke or annoy), therefore, is, “défier son ch f\
A  characteristic of African discourse is to make an observation or an opinion in such a way 
that it will not sound ordinary. Making it short, witty and “spicy”, enables the speaker to 
operate within the “philosophical thought process” (Adeeko 1998: 31) of his or her 
community. One witty way of doing this is for the speaker to shift attention from himself or 
herself by attributing a quality to someone else, an animal or an object. An example of this is:
“The lizard that jumped from the high iroko tree to the ground said he would praise himself if  no 
one else did” (p 15)
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-Le lézard qui bondit au sol du haut du grand arbre iroko disait qu’il chanterait ses propres 
louanges si personne d’autre ne le faisait (p 31).
Okonkwo feels compelled to use this proverb in his attempt to convince Nwakibie, the 
wealthy farmer, to trust him (Okonkwo) with his yam seeds. According to Okonkwo, he, 
unlike other young men of his time, has been hard-working enough to be trusted, hence his 
assertion that if nobody praises him, he will praise himself. While the translator’s approach 
here aims at replicating the message in the English original, he later decides to modulate 
(Vinay and Darbelnet 2002: 85-86) the second part of the saying. To “praise oneself’ could 
simply be rendered in French as, “se féliciter” or, alternatively, “s’en faire l’éloge”. However, 
the expression used in this translation, “chanter ses propres louanges” (to sing one’s own 
praises), does not reflect the African thought pattern expressed in the original.
An observation can also serve as a description of someone’s condition at a particular time. 
Okonkwo’s mental disposition after participating in the execution of Ikemefuna is an 
example:
“He felt like a drunken giant walking with the limbs o f a mosquito” (p. 44)
-II avait l’impression d’etre un géant saoul marchant avec les jambes d’un moustique (p. 79)
Over here, as in the previous case, the translator uses an expression which, although it 
translates the English original, does not appear to be the closest in meaning. Using the 
reflexive verb “se sentir” in translating “to feel” rather appears closer to the original. In this 
case, the first part of the expression would translate as: “II se sentait comme un géant...”
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An observation can also be made in proverbial language to point out some truth to someone
in order to avoid sounding rude or point-blank. For example, in saying that Obierika’s son
takes after his father, the speaker, as a way of decorating the language, observes that:
“When mother cow is chewing grass its young ones watch its mouth” (p 49)
-Quand la mère vache rumine, ses petits observent sa bouche (p 87).
In this example, the writer employs a metaphor of substitution by which the reader is being 
made to conceptualise how a child acquires habits from its mother in terms of a mother cow 
being observed by its young ones as it chews grass. The use of “ruminer” in the translation of 
the proverb could be accepted for the translation of “chew grass” but it also suggests 
“chewing the cud”. The linguistic choice that would have replicated the message in the 
English text, word for word, is “mâcher F herbe”.
Sometimes, observations are attributed to elders in order to authenticate the wisdom in them. 
This is what Achebe has done in the proverb:
“As our fathers said, you can tell a ripe com by its look” (p. 16)
-Comme disaient nos pères, on peut distinguer le maïs mûr à son aspect (p 32).
The proverb here has also been literally rendered into French in a way that replicates the 
metaphor of substitution used in the English original. The conceptualisation of a child’s 
potential in terms of telling whether a com is ripe or not, is reproduced in French, thus 
reproducing the message in the original.
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Another example of attributing wise sayings to elders is seen in:
“As the elders said, if  one finger brought oil it soiled the others” (p 87)
-Comme disaient les aneiens, si un seul doigt portait de l’huile il souillait les autres (p 153)
This literal rendering by Ligny from English into French helps to convey the message from 
the ST. However, the French word “aînés” would have been closer in meaning to “elders” 
and replicate the image in the ST than the “aneiens” that he has opted for.
Some of the proverbs have been used in a way to reflect the central theme of the novel. An 
example is:
“He has put a knife on the things that held us together and we have fallen apart.” (p. 125).
-II a placé un couteau sur les choses qui nous tenaient ensemble et nous sommes tombés en 
morceaux (p. 213).
The special appeal about this saying is that it appears to allude to the title of the novel. Things 
Fall Apart. Although this title is a quotation from W. B. Yeats’ “The Second Coming”, at a 
certain point the author links it to this traditional saying as a way of highlighting the source of 
conflict in the novel. One would, therefore, have expected the translator to allow this to be 
reflected in the translation. However, although the title is translated as Le Monde s ’Effondre, 
Ligny decides to use another expression (tombé en morceaux) in this key statement, perhaps 
as a way of varying his style. The use of this expression also helps to draw more attention to 
the fact that the writer is saying that things -  the tradition, customs, religion and social values 
of the people -  have fallen apart. This disintegration of the society, as the ST explains further 
helps to understand the choice of the title of the novel.
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One might also look at an important theme that runs through this novel. It is the over 
zealousness of some of the characters, and this contributes to the lack of compromise at 
crucial moments. For this reason, the following proverb about one of the characters is key to 
the plot:
“...the villagers called [Enoch] The Outsider who wept louder than the bereaved” (p 131)
...les villageois [appelaient Enoch] “ l’étranger qui pleurait plus fort que la famille du défunt” (p
225).
The expression “the bereaved” in this proverb can be translated into French as “la famille 
endeuillée”, “la famille du défunt”, or “les personnes endeuillées”, showing the difference in 
the cultural perception of some aspects of life in English and French. This is because, taken 
literally, they translate as “the family in mourning”, “the family of the deceased”, and “the 
persons in mourning” respectively, although they convey the general meaning of the original. 
Admittedly, however, some nuance of meaning is lost in translation because none of these 
expressions is able to combine the fact of losing a loved one and being in mourning. It is an 
example of the limitation of French in abstract expressions as explained by Vinay and 
Darbelnet (1995: 55).
Une vie de boy contains fewer indigenous African proverbs than can be seen in Things Fall
Apart. This is because while Achebe’s novel is set in a typical traditional Ibo community,
Oyono’s is a representation of life in an African urban environment during the colonial
period. Oyono’s characters normally interact with each other in French, but among African
characters the discourse is so indigenous that the use of language is almost similar to that of
Things Fall Apart. Some of the few proverbs and traditional sayings used among the African
196
characters show how, as seen in Achebe’s novel, in order to make a statement, an opinion or 
a warning more witty and spicy, these characters resort to the substitution of one linguistic 
expression for another. What Oyono has done is to caique these sayings in French, using 
linguistic features which help to preserve the African worldview expressed in them. The 
discussion which follows seeks to analyse the extent to which Reed’s translations replicate in 
English these Cameroonian proverbs as expressed in French.
A traditional saying can be in the form of a warning, as in:
-Pour entrer dans la case, ton chemin passe par le trou de mon anus (p. 19) 
“Your way back into the house will pass through my anus” (p. 11)
Toundi’s father, in one of the episodes that portrays his brutality to his son, is telling the boy 
that the only way he can return to the house is through a forbidden, if not impossible, path. It 
is an obscene statement which aims at compelling the boy to submit himself to punishment 
since there is no way he can use that “forbidden path”. Reed’s translation replicates the 
original but with an arguable reduction in the obscenity. In order to replicate the traditional 
saying, the last part of the statement should have read: “through my arsehole”.
Another saying directed at Toundi is:
- Hors de son trou, la souris ne défie pas le chat... (p 132) 
“.. .outside his hole the mouse does not defy the cat” (p 87)
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The cook at the residence, a fellow African employee, is telling- Toundi that as a common 
employee and an African, he is as vulnerable in the hands of his European employers as a 
mouse outside its hole. Reed’s translation can therefore be accepted as a perfect rendering of 
what has been said in French.
Africans also use figurative language in discussing sensitive issues relating to sexual 
relationships, as seen in the proverb,
- C’est peut-être parce que son coupe-coupe n’est pas tranchant qu’il a préféré le garder dans son 
fourreau (p 68)
“Perhaps it’s because his knife is not very sharp he prefers to keep it in its sheath” (p 43).
Although this is a traditional saying, it contains no culture-specific words or expressions. 
Here, Sophie is saying what people will think when they leam about Toundi’s cold or 
“unmanly” attitude when he and a woman, Sophie, find themselves all alone in a room for a 
night. They will say he prefers to distance himself from the woman because he is perhaps 
impotent. This expression in French has been literally reproduced in English. The translation 
of “coupe-coupe” as “knife” instead of “machete” makes the expression more meaningful in 
English since a sheath is more suitable for a knife than for a machete.
Similarly, the literal rendering of the following proverb helps to reproduce the ST meaning in 
the TT:
- Le chien peut-il crever de faim à côté de la viande de son maître! (p 69)
“The dog can die o f hunger beside his master’s meat” (p. 44)
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Using a rhetorical question in the English version would have, however, better portrayed 
Sophie’s state of thinking aloud. The statement is Sophie’s reaction when Toundi tells her 
that her secret lover has asked Toundi to watch over her. She is therefore supposed to be 
wondering: should the dog die of hunger beside his master’s meat?
On the other hand, the following rhetorical question not only touches on a sensitive subject 
but is also an example of African employees in the residences of white colonial 
administrators resorting to figurative language because they are gossiping about white people.
- Le lion aurait-il attendu le départ du berger pour venir dévorer la brebis? (p 95)
“Has the lion waited till the shepherd has gone before coming to devour his ewe?” (p 60),
The prison director, M. Moreau, arouses great fear among the local people and these 
employees dare not talk recklessly about his immoral adventure. This is why they tend to 
substitute people with animals in their conversation. M. Moreau (the lion) has waited for the 
departure of M. Decazy (the shepherd) before coming to make love to his wife, Madame 
Decazy (devour the ewe). The translation therefore replicates the original well.
As explained in the discussion on proverbs in Things Fall Apart, some of the traditional 
sayings are simple remarks, but they are expressed in decorative or “spicy^” language in 
order that they do not sound too ordinary. It is a linguistic approach which seeks to give value 
to statements that would otherwise sound too commonplace. An example of this is:
23 Language can be described as decorative and spicy when it contains proverbs and other wise sayings, 
especially short and witty ones (see Adeeko 1998: 34, 38; Hudson 1996: 53). It is a Yoruba expression which 
alludes to the use of spices like pepper, ginger, garlic and onion to give the desired taste to a dish.
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- La rivière ne remonte pas à sa source... (p 88) 
“The river does not go back to its spring...” (p 56)
The proverb literally translates as, “The river does not return to its source” (i.e. flow 
upstream). Toundi uses it to demonstrate to his employer’s wife that he cannot go back to 
practising his people’s traditional “fetish” religion. This is also a testimony to the fact that 
flgurative use of language by Africans can occasionally take place in their conversations with 
their European employers, showing some similarity in language use. The translation here is 
as literal and self-explanatory as the original.
Members of the African community in Dangan also resort to animal symbolism in their 
discourse on purpose. In the case of an elephant, for example, because of its size when it dies, 
the stench is so great that it will prevent the carcass from being hidden. This observation is 
what the local saying expresses proverbially that:
- On n’ignore pas où pourrit l’éléphant (p 64)
“The elephant does not rot in a secret place” (p 41)
This proverb means that some facts are so obvious that there is no way they can be hidden. A 
replication of this indigenous saying in English in order to bring out the indigenous thought 
pattern would be: “Where a rotten elephant is cannot be hidden”. Reed has, however, 
reworded the statement in the target language in a way that sounds more idiomatic in English. 
This rendering does not however appear to reflect the African thought pattern as expressed in 
the ST.
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As has been observed from the proverbs used in Things Fall Apart and Une vie de hoy, the 
authors choose to translate these wise sayings from their indigenous culture into European 
languages rather than' use equivalent European ones in order to preserve the African values 
they portray. For example, Achebe could have used the well-known English expression, “like 
father like son^ "^ ” in place of the Ibo saying, “When mother cow is chewing grass its young 
ones watch its mouth”. Such a choice would not have been in line with his aim of 
representing African culture in English. Similarly, the translators of these sayings which are 
considered as key elements in African speech, since among the Ibo, “proverbs are the palm- 
oil with which yam is eaten” (Achebe 1958: 5), are expected to replicate the linguistic 
features which give the texts their African “flavour”. Although this has been done in most 
cases, it has been observed that some of their linguistic choices do not replicate the African 
thought patterns expressed in the source texts.
6.2.2 Untranslated Words or Interpolation of the Vernacular
As already discussed from the beginning of this thesis, postcolonial African writers have had 
to resort to some decolonising strategies to successfully express their indigenous imagination 
in European languages. Owing to the untranslatability of some traditional concepts, however, 
these writers are compelled to resort to the practice of what has been called “inter-cultural 
writing” (Ashcroft et al 1989: 64), by which untranslated vernacular words are used alongside 
European ones. The technique, which is not different from code-mixing (discussed in Chapter 
Three), is described by Bandia (2008: 109) as the creative interpolation of indigenous words 
arid expressioris within the European language being used for literary production. Apart from 
conveying the sense of cultural distinctiveness, the technique also serves as a reminder that 
the language which actually informs the novel “is an/Other language” (Ashcroft et al 1989:
The English expression would have, in fact, been more appropriate since the proverb is referring to male 
characters in the novel, i.e. Obierika and his son. One would understand, however, that the author implies that in 
the use of a proverb it is the idea and not the gender that counts.
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64). Thus, one of the main factors that motivate African writers to use native words and 
expressions in European texts is the fact that the imported words serve as signposts that assert 
the African identity of the text.
Like the innovative technique of introducing indigenous proverbs and adages through a 
process which amounts to either paraphrasing or quasi-literal translation from indigenous 
languages, the infusing of African words and expressions helps to give the literary work its 
postcolonial identity. For this reason, translating interpolated or code-mixed postcolonial 
discourse from one European language into another is often done in a way to preserve the 
technique of indigenisation. A study of Things Fall Apart reveals that Achebe has introduced 
many Ibo words and expressions into his novel, sometimes without glossing them or 
providing any paraphrases. Readers, including non-Ibo, are compelled to infer the meanings 
of such non-English words contextually. According to Baker (1992: 34), using a loan word or 
a loan word plus explanation is a translation strategy for dealing with culture-specific items. 
In situations where the loan word is repeated several times. Baker recommends a follow-up 
explanation. Later when the word is used on its own, the reader can understand it without 
being distracted by further lengthy explanations. The following are some of the extracts 
which contain Ibo words and phrases used side-by-side with English ones in the novel. They 
are followed by analyses of their translations:
In the following passage the Ibo word, egwugwu, is introduced into the English text without 
any introductory explanation, as if it were part of the language of the novel:
Sometimes another village would ask Unoka’s band and their dancing egwugwu to come and stay 
with them and teach them their tunes (p. 4, italics in the original)
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Quelquefois, un autre village demandait à l’orchestre d’Unoka et à leur dansant egwugwu de venir 
s’installer parmi eux pour leur apprendre leurs airs, (p. 11)
Although the novelist puts the word in italics and provides a paratextual glossary at the end of 
the novel, it is clear that Achebe’s aim in adopting this technique is to remind his target 
readership of the involvement of the Ibo culture in the narrative. In the glossary, egwugwu is 
defined as “a masquerade who impersonates one of the ancestral spirits of the village”. 
Admittedly, this definition is too lengthy to be used as a gloss within the text, but it appears 
the writer’s desire to décolonisé the English language, as seen in other decolonising 
techniques, explains his action. Moreover, the gloss provided in English merely gives some 
idea of the word’s meaning but not exactly how it is understood in the traditional context. 
This Ibo word is later used throughout the novel, compelling the reader to become familiar 
with it, understanding it contextually, and the Ibo custom as well. In the translation of the 
text, Achebe’s technique has been replicated. The translator does not, however, provide a 
glossary at the end of the novel as in the original. The reason could be the difference in 
approach to the technique of othering the European languages. In the end, however, both the 
original and the translation use the same technique to expose readers to Ibo customs and 
traditions.
In the following passage the musical instruments, the ekwe, udu and ogene, are introduced 
and associated with Unoka’s love for music:
He could hear in his mind’s ear the blood-stirring and intricate rhythms of the ekwe and the udu 
and the ogene... (p 5)
II pouvait entendre avec l’oreille de l’esprit les rythmes complexes et qui remuent le sang de 
Vekwe et de Vudu et de Vogene... (p 13)
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Earlier in the paragraph, Unoka is presented as a coward who does not want to talk about 
wars, because he ..cannot bear the sight of blood. He therefore changes the subject with 
neighbours to talk about music and then imagines the sound of music from these instruments. 
The sounds produced by the words which designate the instruments create the rhythm of Ibo 
music in which Unoka imagines himself to be involved in as he engages in a conversation 
with Okoye, his visitor. The traditional atmosphere created in this way portrays the person of 
Unoka as a typical traditional Ibo man who relishes traditional music played with these local 
musical instruments. To preserve this traditional colour, the translated version of the text in 
French employs the same technique, reproducing the Ibo names of the instruments. Thus the 
local colour portrayed by the reference to local instruments in the original is literally rendered 
in French, allowing the local Ibo environment to be seen in the texts in the two European 
languages.
Ibo words and phrases introduced into Things Fall Apart also add realism to descriptions 
made by the author, as seen in the following passage:
In fact, the medicine itself was called agadi-nwayi, or old woman (p 9)
En fait, la medicine elle-même était appelée agadi-nwayi, la vieille femme, (p 20)
In the passage above, the writer places the name of a traditional medicine, agadi-nwayi,
among English words, untranslated. In addition, much has been done in the paragraph to
describe the potency of the medicine and the fact that it has been in existence for a long time,
associating it with “an old woman with one leg”, a description which, by its strangeness,
symbolises something extraordinary. Achebe uses the traditional name to further emphasise
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that strangeness and to draw the reader’s attention to the Ibo traditional medical practice. In 
this case too, the translation into French replicates the Ibo designation of the medicine and the 
Afiicanising strategy in the original to preserve the traditional Ibo environment. The only 
problem is with the translation of the word ‘medicine’ as ‘medicine’. Mbangwana (1990) 
explains that, when used in the context of spiritual protection, ‘medicine’ is translated as 
‘gris-gris’.
One of the characteristics of Things Fall Apart is the representation of the culture and 
religion of the Ibo community in Nigeria, and the use of the word oghanje as shown below is 
a good manifestation of this quality of the novel:
This man told him that the child was ogbanje, one o f those wicked children who, when they 
died, entered their mothers’ wombs to be bom again (p 54).
Cet homme lui dit que l’enfant était un ogbanje, un de ces enfants pervers qui, une fois morts, 
retournaient dans le sein de leur mère pour renaître, (p 96).
The description given to the type of child who dies and returns to haunt its mother gives an
idea about the spiritual interpretation for what in Western science is described as infant
mortality. In this Ibo community, the recurrence of infant mortality in the same family is not
attributed to physical conditions like malaria or other tropical diseases but to spiritual factors
that make a child die and then come back into its mother’s womb to torment her. Given that
the name given to such a child, ogbanje, is reproduced in Ibo by Achebe with a gloss
(because it does not have any known English equivalent) lends credibility to the Ibo word’s
originality and uniqueness. In other words, there is no English word that exactly translates it.
This uniqueness has been transferred into the French translation without altering the structure
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of the source text. In this way, the import of the author’s message is preserved in the 
translation. It is, however, difficult to understand why Ligny translates the word ‘wicked’ as 
‘pervers’. ‘Pervers’ back-translates into English as ‘perverse’, i.e. ‘opposing what is right’ or 
‘being strong-headed’. Moreover, in the West African context the common word ‘méchant’ is 
normally used on such occasions.
The production of sound and its effect also help add to the traditional atmosphere of the Ibo 
community, as created in Things Fall Apart as follows: ^
Go-di-di-go-go-di-go. Di-go-go-di-go. It was the ekwe talking to the clan. One of the things every 
man learned was the language of the hollowed-out instrument. Dim! Diim! Diim! boomed the 
cannon at intervals (p 84).
Go-di-di-go-go-di-go. Di-go-go-di-go. C’était Vekwe qui parlait au clan. Une chose que tout 
homme apprenait était le langage de l’instrument de bois évidé. Diim ! Diim ! Diim ! tonnait le 
canon par intervalles, (p 147)
The booming sound of the cannon in the passage above produces a dramatic atmosphere at 
the beginning of Chapter Thirteen of the novel, indicating that something extraordinary is 
happening. Indeed as the chapter develops, it becomes clear that the cannon is announcing the 
death of a great man, an event which makes a “cold shiver ran down Okonkwo’s back...” (p. 
84). The text and the way it is presented also offer information on the customary way the 
community announces the death of a prominent member in their midst. In the end, the 
passage enables Achebe to bring to his readers the customs and traditions of his people. The 
traditional interpretation given to the sounds produced by the cannon defies translation from 
Ibo into English, but the context helps the non-Ibo reader to understand the message. 
Similarly, Ligny has also replicated those sounds, allowing the same atmosphere to be 
created in the French version of the novel.
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The following passage reflects the division created in the Umuofia community as a result of 
the introduction of the Christian religion:
None of his converts was a man whose word was heeded in the assembly o f the people... They 
were mostly the kind of people that were called efulefu, worthless, empty men. The imagery o f an 
efulefu in the language o f the clan was a man who sold his matchet and wore the sheath to battle (p 
101).
Aucun de ses convertis n’était un homme dont la parole était écoutée à l’assemblée du peuple... 
C’était principalement le genre de gens qu’on appelait efulefu, des hommes sans valeur, vides. 
L’image d’un efulefu dans le langage du clan était un homme qui vendait sa machette et emportait 
la gaine à la bataille, (p 173).
The introduction of the Christian religion in Umuofia seriously polarises the village. On one 
side are the traditionalists who stick to their indigenous beliefs, as opposed to converts to the 
new religion introduced by Christian missionaries. Members of the Umuofia community hold 
the Christian religion and its followers in such contempt that only outcasts from the society 
dare to join them because they have been rejected by the community anyway. To demonstrate 
the extent to which the traditional Ibo community in Umuofia despises the new religion, the 
author uses a term, efulefu, which connotes the worthlessness of an individual in his or her 
community. Later, in the same chapter, the converts are described by a priestess as the 
excrement of the clan. This implies that they are not only worthless but also an abomination 
or a taboo to the society. She then adds that the new faith is the mad dog that has come to eat 
up the excrement. The double metaphor employed here (about those rejected by the 
community and the new dispensation that accepts them) to show the extent to which the 
religion and its converts are abhorred in this West African community, symbolises the deep 
division that colonialism created in the region. This aspect of colonialism is at the centre of 
the theme of Things Fall Apart and it is therefore important that it is clearly portrayed in the
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translation of the novel into French. The French version of this passage has rendered this idea 
quite faithfully. However, “the new faith” has been translated as “la loi nouvelle” (the new 
law) instead of “la foi nouvelle” (the new faith). If this is not a typographical error then it is 
difficult to explain.
Ligny’s ability to preserve in the French text all the Ibo words and expressions ‘imported’ 
into the English original by Achebe is consistent with the primary aim of representing the 
African experience by way of translation from one European language into another. 
However, the absence of the type of paratextual support in the form of a glossary provided in 
the English original, as indeed recommended by Baker (1992: 34), could create some 
problems of comprehension for the non-Ibo reader.
6.2.3 The Translation of Code-Mixed Texts in Une vie de boy
To keep to the primary objective of addressing a readership made up mostly of the French 
public and educated Africans, Oyono, as compared to Achebe, does not interpolate many 
vernacular words in his novel. Apart from a few scattered Njem words and exclamations, 
there is only one notable occasion when the local Njem language is used. This is when 
Monsieur Decazy, the Commandant, tells his wife:
- Pour eux, je n’étais plus que le « Ngovina ya ngal a ves zut bisalak a be metua » ! Sais-tu ce que 
cela veut dire? Bien sûr que non ! Tu as toujours méprisé les dialectes indigènes... Eh bien, 
partout où je passe, je ne suis que le commandant dont la femme écarte les jambes dans les rigoles 
et dans les voitures (pp 149-50)
‘For them I was “ngovina ya ngal a ves zut bisalak a be metua”. Do you know what that means? 
Of course you don’t. You never bothered to leam the local language. Well, it means everywhere I 
go I am now the Commandant whose wife opens her legs in ditches and in cars’ (p. 98).
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The Commandant, as head of the entire colonial administration in Dangan, is duty bound to 
carry out missions involving trips from time to time. In his absence, his wife entertains M. 
Moreau, the prison director, occasionally in the official residence. The illicit affair soon 
becomes an open secret among the indigenous community in Dangan. One day Suzy’s 
husband cuts short a trip to surprise her at the residence, making her confused and overtaken 
by a sense of guilt, especially because he discovers a cigarette lighter which her lover has left 
behind. The unique reproduction of local Njem language in the extract serves some important 
purposes in the novel; i.e. to emphasise the seriousness and authenticity of M. Decazy’s 
pronouncements. In the first place, it is a confirmation of the fact that some of the Europeans 
in Dangan understand the language of the local people, no matter how imperfectly, and have 
become aware of the fact that their hypocritical life is being watched by their African 
employees. The Commandant shows off his limited knowledge of the local Njem language 
while rebuking his wife for not learning the local language and for her indifference to what 
happens in the colony. He therefore provides a gloss (in-text translation of the speech) for the 
benefit of his wife and certainly the reader. Batchelor (2009: 57) links the “visible trace” here 
to the issue of power which is at the core of the novel. It depicts the weakness associated with 
the lack of knowledge of the local dialect. Secondly, the passage marks the beginning of the 
end of Toundi’s career as houseboy at the residence. It is therefore an important turning point 
in the plot of the novel. After this incident, the Commandant clearly becomes unhappy with 
the houseboy, accusing him of being a go-between for M. Moreau, who gives him cigarettes. 
In fact, when Toundi narrates the whole episode to Kalisia, his colleague, she advises him to 
run away before the situation deteriorates.
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In the original text, the author facilitates comprehension for the reader by glossing the local 
Njem language phrase. It also saves the reader the trouble of looking for glossaries at the end 
of the novel or trying to locate footnotes. It is therefore clear Oyono seeks to involve the 
reader in indigenous discourse in an accessible way. This strategy aims at reminding the 
reader of the presence of African discourse and culture in the text. The translator who is 
rendering this text from French into English is faced with the task of replicating this 
indigenising technique in such a way that a similar effect is felt by the target readership. In 
his translation of the passage, Reed repeats the dramatic approach used in the French: M. 
Decazy uses the local language in order to hide from Suzy the embarrassing fact it contains. 
He then switches back into French with a rhetorical question which he answers himself, 
translating what was hidden from Suzy to the embarrassment of Suzy and the reader.
The writing technique adopted by Oyono in this extract, which has been replicated in Reed’s 
translation, is an example of the ‘visible traces’ referred to in Chapter Five, i.e. “‘visible’ 
African words, phrases, and, at times, whole sentences [which] seep through cracks and 
crannies of the europhone narrative” (Zabus 2007: 175, see also Batchelor 2009: 49). It is a 
technique that enables the African language, Njem of Cameroon, to manifest its presence in 
the European language, French (and English, the translated version). Thus, although the local 
language appears to have been erased through the colonial process, its remnants can still be 
perceived (Zabus 2007: 3).
6.3 English Language Varieties in Things Fall Apart and their Translation 
into French
The language used in Things Fall Apart can be described as the standard variety of English 
with variation in registers to suit characterisation and plot. This is because Achebe falls
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within the description by Angogo and Hancock (1980) of the category of West African 
university graduates who have leamt an African language (Ibo in this case) first in life but 
because of their education and profession have grown up hearing and using English daily. It 
is possible for such writers, according to Angogo and Hancock, to even speak English better 
than their native tongues. This language variety is the dominant one used in the novel because 
the writer is either speaking as a narrator or rendering into Standard English what his 
characters, mostly indigenous Ibos, are saying. There are, however, a few exceptions to this 
level of usage. They include speeches by missionaries who start interacting with the people in 
the closing chapters of the novel and, of course, the District Commissioner’s short interaction 
with some elders of Umuofia before and after the death of Okonkwo. These members of the 
colonial administration use a language which is standard and formal in tone. The variety used 
by the court messengers, kotmas, if they are not speaking in the local language, is “Nigerian 
Pidgin”. This combination of varieties involves a great skill of interpretation on the part of 
the author, who needs to be innovative enough to fashion out the appropriate language for 
each of his characters and to suit each stage of the plot. According to Hudson (1996: 4), 
language is the most distinctive characteristic of a society. Thus in a given society, the way a 
particular individual uses language distinguishes that individual from others in the same 
society. Achebe has the linguistic competence to do this because, as Angogo and Hancock 
(1980: 70) explain, scholars with Achebe’s type of linguistic competence have the ability to 
vary what they call ‘registers’, from the formal to the distinctly local.
Another aspect of Achebe’s use of language is that he expresses his personal views and 
opinions in Things Fall Apart through some of the traditional characters. Commenting on 
Achebe’s integrity, knowledge, and historical and cultural vision, Obiechina (1991: 36-37) 
invites readers to note Obierika’s views, as an elder of Umuofia, and observation vrith care
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because the author uses this character to convey some of the novel’s finest insights. Thus the 
following thought-provoking passage on Obierika, using the voice of the omniscient narrator, 
could be described as the author’s own opinion:
Obierika was a man who thought about things. When the will of the goddess had been done, he sat 
down in his obi and mourned his friend’s calamity. Why should a man suffer so grievously for an 
offence he had committed inadvertently? But although he thought for a long time he found no 
answer. He was merely left to greater complexities. He remembered his wife’s twin children, 
whom he had thrown away. What crime had they committed? The Earth had decreed that they 
were an offence to the land and must be destroyed. And if the clan did not exact punishment for an 
offence against the great goddess, her wrath was loosed on all the land and not just on the offender. 
As the elders said, if one finger brought oil it soiled the others, (p. 87)
Obierika engages in the above internal monologue following the banishment of his friend 
Okonkwo, the central character in Things Fall Apart. It is the punishment decreed by the 
customs of the land when tragedy befalls Okonkwo during a funeral. Okonkwo's gun 
explodes and accidentally kills the deceased's (Ezeudu’s) sixteen-year-old son; according to 
the custom of the clan, Okonkwo has committed a “female crime”: “It was a crime against 
the earth goddess to kill a clansman, and a man who committed it must flee from the land” (p. 
87). Okonkwo, therefore, has to flee Iguelo, leaving behind his properties, which are quickly 
destroyed and burnt according to the goddess’s requirements. The author, through Obierika, 
intellectually analyses the merits and demerits of some of the indigenous customs which 
divide and weaken the Ibo, and for that matter Nigerian society, to justify the emergence of 
the new dispensation represented by the colonial administration and the Christian religion. 
Ligny’s translation of this passage is as follows:
Obierika était un homme qui réfléchissait aux choses. Une fois la volonté de la déesse accomplie, 
il s’assit dans son obi et déplora la calamité qui frappait son ami. Pourquoi un homme devait-il 
souffrir si douloureusement d’une offense qu’il avait commise par inadvertance ? Mais il eut beau
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y réfléchir longtemps, il ne trouva pas de réponse. Tout ce qu’il obtint, c’est d’être entraîné dans 
des complexités encore plus grandes. Il se souvenait des jumeaux de sa femme, qu’il avait jetés. 
Quel crime avaient-ils commis? La Terre avait décrété qu’ils étaient une offense pour elle et 
devaient être détruits. Et si le clan n’exigeait pas de punition pour une offense contre la grande 
déesse, sa colère retombait sur tout le pays et non pas seulement sur le coupable. Comme disaient 
les anciens, si un seul doigt portait de l’huile il souillait les autres, (pp. 152-153)
The type of language used in the English original fits the standard variety described by 
Angogo and Hancock (1980: 72) as the one used by African writers who have grown up 
hearing and using English daily. It has a formal register. There are also no culture-specific 
words or expressions, except for the word obi, to create any problem of understanding to the 
non-African reader. It is therefore expected that Ligny, a Frenchman, should equally not have 
any problems with it. Since he is not expected to have any difficulties with the English 
original, which is close to the native variety, he uses a style that matches it. The only proverb 
that he has to deal with is in the form of a metaphor (as discussed earlier) which uses the act 
of a finger bringing oil to soil other fingers to conceptualise an individual whose problem can 
become a problem for the entire community he or she lives in. This does not pose any 
problem for the translator because it is expressed in familiar language. It is, however, not 
known why Ligny chooses the verb “déplorer” instead of “pleurer” in the translation of “to 
mourn”. Although his choice, like the alternative, means “to mourn”, it does not connote the 
humility that appears to accompany Obierika’s regret for his friend’s fate and the severity of 
the punishment decreed by the goddess. On the whole, however, the French version of the 
text can be said to have transmitted the original as faithfully as possible.
A statement made by the District Commissioner to the elders of Umuofia through an 
interpreter is also worthy of note, because it is even more formal and more devoid of 
figurative language than the one attributed to Obierika above. It is as follows:
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‘We shall not do you any harm,’ said the District Commissioner to them later, ‘if only you agree to 
co-operate with us. We have brought a peaceful administration to you and your people so that you 
may be happy. If any man ill-treats you we shall come to your rescue. But we shall not allow you 
to ill-treat others. We have a court of law where we judge cases and administer justice just as it is 
done in my own country under a great queen. I have brought you here because you joined together 
to molest others, to bum people’s houses and their place of worship. That must not happen in the 
dominion of our queen, the most powerful mler in the world...’ (p. 137)
The passage is an important one in the novel because its authoritative and formal language 
highlights the clash o f  civilisations, the theme o f  Things Fall Apart. The description o f  the 
District Commissioner as a representative o f  the colonial administration who is determined to 
enforce the laws o f  the British monarchy is ironic, because circumstances surrounding the 
disrespectful treatment o f  the traditional rulers he is talking to deprives him o f  any moral 
authority. This is because he boastfully talks o f  the rule o f  law and maintenance o f  justice  
when the traditional rulers have been humiliated and made to pay fines that have been  
arbitrarily imposed on them. The arrogant and pompous tone o f  the passage summarises the 
injustice o f  the colonial administration which fuels the conflict in the novel. It is therefore 
expected o f  the French translation to reproduce this hypocritical language. L igny’s translation 
is as follows:
« Nous ne vous ferons aucun mal, leur dit plus tard le Commissaire de District, si seulement vous 
êtes d’accord pour coopérer avec nous. Nous vous avons apporté, à vous et à votre peuple, une 
administration paisible afin que vous puissiez être heureux. Si n’importe qui vous maltraite, nous 
viendrons à votre secours. Mais nous ne vous permettrons pas de maltraiter les autres. Nous avons 
un tribunal où nous jugeons les affaires et où nous administrons la justice tout comme cela se fait 
dans mon propre pays sous une grande reine... » (p. 235)
This French translation, like the source text before it, replicates the formal and serious tone. It
is to be observed from this example that the translator has used m odes o f  address w hich
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reproduce the impersonal and purely official style in the original. This is through the use of 
first person plural (‘nous’) and not the first person singular (‘je ’) by the speaker and the 
formal second person pronoun (‘vous’) for the addressees. The repetition of ‘nous’ and 
‘vous’, which stresses the official tone of the passage, changes in the last part of the 
concluding sentence with the Commissaire de District saying “comme cela se fait dans mon 
propre pays” instead of “comme nous faisons dans notre propre pays”. This impersonal 
choice of expression adds neutrality to the official style. It is to be observed, however, that 
Ligny has eliminated the Commissioner’s declaration, “the most powerful ruler in the world” 
from the translated version. Whatever the reason, his translation is denying target readers of 
part of Achebe’s exposure of the hypocrisy in the Commissioner’s speech.
Achebe’s ability to translate indigenous Ibo culture into English is not limited to prose. He 
has equally demonstrated his skills in another genre, poetry, by making available to his 
English-language audience poems that have been artistically translated from Ibo. This poetic 
skill is seen in Things Fall Apart through the introduction of songs and other poetic forms 
from time to time. The following is a song sung by the youth of Umuofia on the occasion of 
the uri (a betrothal ceremony) of Obierika’s daughter (when her suitor brings pahn-wine to be 
used during part of the celebration leading to her marriage):
‘If I hold her hand
She says, “Don’t touch!”
If I hold her foot
She says, “Don’t touch!”
But if I hold her waist beads
She pretends not to know.’ (p. 83)
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The song’s translation into French is as follows (italics are in the published translated 
version):
Si je  lui tiens la main,
Elle dit : ne me touche pas.
Si je  lui tiens le pied, -
Elle dit : ne me touche pas.
Mais quand je  tiens sa ceinture de perles.
Elle feint de l ’ignorer, (p. 145)
The translator has managed to maintain the rhythmic pattern which gives the song its poetic 
quality. Of particular note is the alternation of ‘If F and ‘She says’ producing a poetic 
contrast and the repetition of ‘Don’t touch’ for emphasis in the original. These have been 
reproduced in the translation as Si je  and Elle dit and then ne me touche pas respectively. It is 
to be noted, however, that Ligny’s translation of the instruction, ‘Don’t touch’ as Ne me 
touche pas appears to give a different interpretation to what the author intends to say in the 
original. Achebe could have said ‘Don’t touch me’ but did not do so because he probably 
wants to give a hint of the flirting being portrayed in the song. Similarly, replacing with 
quand in the penultimate line deprives the song of the hypothetical nature of what is being 
said.
As observed in Chapter Five, a non-standard variety of English heavily influenced by local 
languages, locally referred to as Pidgin, is widely spoken in Nigeria. In a country where there 
are several local languages (Simpson and Oyetade 2008: 172-75), the non-standard variety of 
English serves as a lingua franca. It would, therefore, have been expected that the novel 
would contain much of that language variety, but this is not the case. The reason is that the
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plot of the novel develops around the traditional Ibo community and as a result, the greater 
part of the discourse is supposed to have been in Ibo. To maintain the standard of the 
language used by these prominent members of the society, the author translates their 
discourse into the variety of English that replicates the original discourse. The only occasion 
when Pidgin is introduced in the novel is when the court messengers or kotma appear on the 
scene. These local employees of the colonial administration do not have a good command of 
the standard variety of English but use Pidgin in their interaction with their employers. They 
also double as interpreters when their employers are dealing with the indigenous population. 
The few occasions when they appear in the novel (pages 138, 144 and 147), they are 
translating for the elders of Umuofia what the District Commissioner says in English. This in 
turn is translated into standard English by the author.
On one occasion, however, one of them has to speak directly to the Commissioner when he is 
asked to bring Okonkwo’s corpse and some elders to court. We read: ‘“ Yes, sah,’ the 
messenger said, saluting” (p. 147). The sentence has been translated as: “Oui, sah, dit le 
messager en saluant.” Here, Ligny chooses to borrow the word ‘sah’ from the English version 
instead of looking for an equivalent word from non-standard French spoken in West Africa. 
Had he done so he would have discovered that the non-standard form of ‘Monsieur’ is 
‘Misse’ or just the word ‘patron’ which is the practice among illiterate and semi-literate 
Francophone nationals in West Africa. In fact, ‘Misse’ will be more intelligible for readers 
than ‘sah’. To avoid this type of problem, Bandia (2008: 214) advises that translators of texts 
of this nature should undertake sociolinguistic research in order to find the appropriate 
equivalents of certain words and expressions used in the sub-region.
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It has been observed in this section that in his translation of Things Fall Apart into French, 
Ligny has, to a large extent, been able to replicate the linguistic features Achebe employs to 
represent African experience in English. However, analyses have shown that some of the 
features which give the novel its Afiican identity have been altered in the French version, 
either due to the inability of the translator to find their equivalents in French or as a result of 
deliberate omission. The fact that Ligny is a Frenchman who is not known to have spent 
much time in an African community, explains his inability to understand or appreciate the Ibo 
socio-cultural linguistic features used in Achebe’s novel.
6.4 Selected Passages from Une vie de boy and their Translation into 
English
Although Une vie de boy and Things Fall Apart were written before the independence of the 
countries in which they were set, Cameroon and Nigeria respectively, the characters in 
Oyono’s novel use French in direct speech more than characters use English in Things Fall 
Apart. In fact, what Achebe has done in his novel is to “translate” into standard English what 
the indigenous characters say in Ibo. Also, actions focus on the two heroes, Toundi, an 
employee of the French-speaking colonial administration, and Okonkwo, a prominent Ibo 
traditionalist. As a result, one sees different varieties of French, in direct speech in Une vie de 
boy, depending on the character involved, i.e. the author’s (Toundi’s) voice, members of the 
colonial administration and African employees. Each variety requires a specific translation 
decision to render it into English, in order to replicate the original “translation” by the author. 
The following, part of the conversation between a dying Toundi and a compatriot of his who
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witnesses his last moments, is an example of the standard variety of French identifiable with 
educated Africans (the italics are the published original):
- Tu vois, mon frère, continua-t-il, je  suis... je  suis Jîchu... Ils m ’ont eu... - Il me montrait son 
épaule. — Je suis quand même heureux de crever loin d ’eux... Ma mère me disait toujours que ma 
gourmandise me conduirait loin. Si j ’avais pu prévoir qu’il me conduirait au cimetière... Elle 
avait raison, ma pauvre mère...
Un hoquet le secoua et il pencha la tête sur son épaule. H se rdèla la gorge.
Je suis du Cameroun, mon frère. Je suis Maka... (p. 13)
The passage has been translated into English as follows:
‘You see, brother,’ he went on, ‘Fm finished... they’ve got me...’ He showed me his shoulder. 
‘Still Fm glad Fm dying well away from where they are. My mother always used to say what my 
greediness would bring me to in the end... She was right, my poor mother.’
A hiecup shook him and his head dropped on to his shoulder. He cleared his throat.
‘I am from the Cameroons, my friend, I am a Maka...’ (p. 4)
After undergoing severe torture, Toundi manages to run away from the colonial authorities 
and finds himself in Equatorial Guinea (Guinée Espagnole) where he lies dying after crossing 
the border. The first person to come across him there is a compatriot who has also crossed 
over to that territory. This compatriot witnesses the last moments of Toundi’s life during 
which he listens to his sad story and receives the diary Toundi leaves behind as a testimony
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of his life as a houseboy, and which is “translated” from Ewondo into French. This passage is 
part of the account of the encounter and serves as an introduction to the novel. In translating 
this passage, Reed maintains the conversational style used in the original to make it appear 
lively and real. The use of the first person singular personal pronoun ‘je ’ and the familiar 
second person singular pronoun ‘tu’ form- to address the person Toundi regards as ‘mon 
frère’, is a style that shows intimacy. Reed finds it appropriate to translate ‘mon frère’ as ‘my 
brother’ but later decides to translate the same expression as ‘my friend’. In fact, this 
inconsistency is seen throughout the novel with the word ‘brother’ completely omitted 
sometimes, for example, in the expression “Mon frère, écoute ce qui change nos têtes” (p. 
97), “mon frère” is deleted completely in the translation, “This is what has upset me” (p. 62). 
As Bandia (2008: 101) explains (see also Angogo and Hancock 1980: 73), kinship terms like 
‘mother’, ‘father’, ‘sister’ and ‘brother’ assume new meanings in traditional African contexts. 
Their use does not always imply strict biological relations. An elder person in a traditional 
African society may be called ‘mother’ or ‘father’ as a sign of respect, just as a male subject 
who is not too much older than the speaker can be called ‘brother’ to enhance group 
solidarity. It is for this reason that the kinship word ‘frère’ is more appropriately translated as 
‘brother’ and not ‘friend’ in this socio-cultural context.
Another variety of French used in Une vie de boy is pidgin French, also referred to as ‘petit 
nègre’ or ‘français de la rue’. It is the language of indigenous Africans with limited 
knowledge of French, as seen in the case of the “garde foulbé” (Oyono 1956: 39) (Foul’be 
constable, 1960: 25) accompanying Mr Gullet on his rounds. Also some members of the 
colonial administration speak it to imitate their subjects and, in some cases, make fun of 
them. The Commandant’s teasing of Toundi during an interrogation is an example: “petit
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Joseph pati rôti en enfer” (p. 34) (small Joseph go bum in hell, p. 22). The following are 
some examples with their English translations:
i) Y en a vérité, Sep. (p. 39)
It is truth, sah (p. 25)
ii) - Movié ! s’exclama le garde, Zeuil-de,-Panthère cogner comme Gosier-d’Oiseau ! Lui donner 
moi coup de pied qui en a fait comme soufat’soud’... Zeuil y en a pas rire... (p. 40)
‘Man,’ said the sentry, ‘Panther-Eye beat like gullet Him kick me bam! Go like dynamite, Panther- 
Eye no joke’. (P. 25)
hi) J’espère que tu as compris pourquoi je ne pourrais pas attendre que « petit Joseph pati roti en 
enfer ». (p. 34)
I think you see why I can’t wait till “small Joseph go bum in hell”, (p. 22)
iv) Mon z’ami, dit Gosier-d’Oiseau en imitant faussement le petit nègre, nous pas buveurs 
indigène ! (p. 77)
‘Man,’ said Gullet in a poor imitation of pidgin, ‘We no be native drinkers L (p. 49)
In his translation of this language, Reed endeavours to use a ‘broken form’ of English for
‘broken French’ (Bandia 2008: 210) and with some justification. However, as Bandia (2008:
214) observes, the translation in its totality reveals some inadequacy because the translator is
not a native speaker of any of the varieties of West African Pidgin English (WAPE). The
problem, according to Bandia, is also an indication that Reed did not do any research on this
variety of language. As explained in Chapter Five, Pidgin is used as a lingua franca in a
situation where there are many indigenous languages. WAPE, for example, is the result of a
combination of several African languages and English as a ‘lexifier’, as a dominant
metropolitan language. It is therefore difficult for words and expressions created out of the
imagination of a translator to tally with this variety of language. This analysis is particularly
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applicable to the first two passages above. In the first passage (i), the translation could be “na 
true, sah” or “ibi true, massa”, depending on the country whose variety is being used. 
Similarly, the proposed translation for passage (ii) is: “Massa... Panther-Eye i de beat like 
Gullet, i kick me bam i be like thunder. Panther-Eye no de joke.” A Ghanaian user of this 
variety will use ‘challey’ instead of ‘massa’ since the conversation is informal. Reed’s 
problem here is due to his lack of knowledge of the socio-linguistic realities of the West 
African Francophone community represented in Une vie de boy and its Anglophone 
counterpart that he seeks to represent in Houseboy.
With regard to passages (iii) and (iv), however, Reed’s translation could be described as 
appropriate because the originals are not real pidgin French but just a ‘deliberate de- 
grammatization’(Bandia 2008: 210) of the French language by colonial administrators. In (iii) 
the Commandant makes his statement during a discussion with Toundi about his employment 
in the official residence. When Toundi (or Joseph) tells his boss that he is not a thief because 
he does not want to go to hell, the Commandant tells him that if he is caught stealing, he will 
receive an instant punishment rather than wait until he goes to hell. All the same, to put the 
expression in the local context as described above, an alternative rendering could be: “I think 
you can see why I can’t wait till ‘small Joseph go go bum for hell’”. Reed’s translation of 
passage (iv), like (iii), could be judged as appropriate for the same reason, although a version 
like that of Bandia or any other equivalent West African variety, such as that of Nigeria, 
could suffice. The alternative translation therefore is: “Massa... We no de drink mimbo like 
bush people,” (Bandia 2008: 214) or “Massa... We no de drink like local people.” In the 
translation of a non-standard variety of French, it needs to be understood that the use of 
‘français petit nègre’ is a representation of the language variety used by a category of 
characters in the novel, in this case people with a low level of education in Cameroon and, by
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extension, the West African sub-region. It is therefore expected of the translator to use the 
equivalent English variety which corresponds to that variety of French, that is (Nigerian) 
pidgin English, which is widely spoken in Nigeria, a country which incidentally shares a 
common border with Cameroon.
The observation from the above analysis is that Reed has not had much difficulty in rendering 
into English this language variety (‘petit-nègre’) in situations where he is called upon to 
“degrammatize” English to correspond to the French version. Some of the renditions are, 
however, unlikely to appeal to the sensibility of English speaking West Africans because they 
are not the varieties of Pidgin used in the community. It is an approach which does not 
contribute fully to the correct rendering into English the type of characterisation Oyono seeks 
to create in the French text. The obvious solution to this problem is to research the use of 
“petit-nègre” and pidgin English among Francophone and Anglophone West Africans 
respectively, in order to find the corresponding expressions used in the two speech 
communities. Alternatively, the publishers could have had the translation edited by somebody 
who has a good knowledge of the African variety of English which corresponds with the 
French used in Une vie de boy, including West African Pidgin English (WAPE).
6.5 The Translation of Animal Stories in Things Fall Apart
The inclusion of animal tales in the development of the plot of Things Fall Apart could be 
seen as one of the key elements of the African oral tradition that the novel is famous for. Like 
proverbs, these stories play a very important role in the indigenous discourse that Achebe 
seeks to engage with through his novel. This study proposes to analyse the extent to which 
Reed’s translation reflects this important aspect of Things Fall Apart. Moriceau and Rouch 
(1983: 77) describe story-telling as one of the three pillars of oral culture (the other two being
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myths and proverbs) because it is a kind of school where tradition is taught and life in society 
and the world at large is explained. Traoré (1991: 68) also states the roles played by various 
art forms, including proverbs, tales and myths, in the structure of Things Fall Apart. While 
the proverbs, tales and myths, according to Traoré, structure the prose and display its 
complex philosophical meanings, the shorter narratives and other forms of oral art serve as 
thematic and structural models for significant fictional events. Traoré describes parallels 
between the mythic paradigms and the fiction modelled after them as what put in motion a 
metaphorical process that binds the written and oral forms in a rich and complex narrative 
governed by consistent rules integral to theme, character, and plot. An analytical look at the 
tales shows that while some have little or no influence on the plot, others are introduced as 
part of the development of plot and characterisation in the novel. The story about the quarrel 
between Earth and Sky (p. 38), for example, has no infiuence on the development of the plot, 
even though it serves to illustrate why Nwoye still remembers and prefers stories told by his 
mother. Similarly, Ekwefi’s long story about Tortoise and his wily ways (pp. 67-70) has 
nothing to do with the plot, although it helps to create a suspense that is broken by the arrival 
of Chielo, the priestess of Agbala.
On the other hand, the other three notable stories come into the novel naturally either through 
a conversation or to illustrate an aspect of someone’s character, thus moving the plot forward 
in some way. In the first, Okonkwo, in spite his contempt for women, remembers his 
mother’s Mosquito and Ear story (p. 53) when he is bitten by a mosquito in the night. The 
story explains why mosquitoes always go for the ears. It also teaches the lesson that people 
should not humiliate the weak because they do not know what the future has in store for 
them. By extension, Okonkwo does not have to underrate the importance of women since, as 
will be seen later, he has to flee to his mother’s clan when misfortune strikes him. Secondly,
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there is the story about the fact that green vegetables become small after cooking and this 
causes the snake-lizard to kill his mother (p. 59). Here Ezinma remembers the story because 
of a statement made by her mother, about leaves becoming small after cooking.
The third story which plays a role in plot and characterisation is the one about Mother Kite 
and Daughter Kite. It is told by Uchendu, Okonkwo’s maternal uncle who can be described 
as being on the same social level as Obierika, a character through whom the novelist reveals 
his own “integrity, knowledge and historical and cultural visions” (Obiechina 1991: 36). It is 
not by coincidence that Uchendu’s interlocutors are Obierika and Okonkwo. Throughout the 
novel, women are shown as those who have a monopoly over animal stories and they always 
find occasions to tell them. On this occasion, however, Uchendu, a man who has been 
Okonkwo’s counsellor during his exile, decides to tell one because he feels it will illustrate 
his point that you should deal with your victims with care and also that you should not cause 
any harm to someone who has not offended you. This is in response to Obierika’s story about 
the people of Abame, whose entire village has been wiped out as revenge for killing in cold 
blood a white man who did them no harm. The story is as follows:
Mother Kite once sent her daughter to bring food. She went, and brought back a duckling. “You’ve 
done very well,” said Mother Kite to her daughter, “but tell me, what did the mother o f this 
duckling say when you swooped and carried its child away?” “It said nothing,” replied the young 
kite. “It just walked away.” “You must return the duckling,” said Mother Kite. “There is something 
ominous behind silence.” And so Daughter Kite returned the duckling and took a chick instead. 
“What did the mother o f this chick do?” asked the old kite. “It cried and raved and cursed me,” 
said the young kite. “Then we can eat the chick,” said her mother. “There is nothing to fear from 
someone who shouts.” Those men of Abame were fools, (pp. 98-99)
Ligny’s translation of this story is as follows:
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La Mère Vautour envoya un jour sa fille lui chercher de la nourriture. Elle y alla, et rapporta un 
caneton. « Cela est très bien, dit la Mère Vautour à sa fille, dis-moi, qu’a dit la mère de ce caneton 
quand tu es descendue du ciel comme une pierre et que tu as emporté son enfant ? » « Elle n’a rien 
dit, répondit le jeune vautour. Elle s’est contentée de s’en aller. » « Tu dois rendre le caneton, dit la 
Mère Vautour. Il y a quelque chose de menaçant derrière le silence. » Et ainsi la Fille Vautour 
rendit le caneton et prit un poulet à sa place. « Qu’a fait la mère de ce poulet ? » demanda le vieux 
vautour. «Elle a crié et s’est affolée et m’a maudit», dit le jeune vautour. «E n ce cas nous 
pouvons manger le poulet, dit sa mère. Il n’y a rien à craindre de quelqu’un qui crie. » Ces 
hommes d’Abame étaient des imbéciles, (pp. 169-170)
This story, like the others in the novel, is designed to be narrated by women to children. It 
therefore has a conversational format which makes it simple and lively. The story is in the 
form of a dialogue between Mother Kite and Daughter Kite and the fact that these names start 
with capital letters, making them proper nouns, suggests a personification of the tales. All 
these features have been replicated in the French translation to match Achebe’s version in 
English. However, the bird of prey, kite, in French is ‘milan’, not ‘vautour’ as translated by 
Ligny. In fact,’ vautour’ is ‘vulture’, which feeds on carrion. It is not characteristic of the 
vulture to swoop and take away chicks as described in the story. Thus Mother Kite and 
Daughter Kite should have been translated as Mère Milan and Fille Milan in this context. 
Also the translation of “when you swooped” as “quand tu es descendue du ciel comme une 
pierre” is an exaggeration of the original, dramatically adding “from the sky like a stone”. 
The suggested French translation for this English expression is, “quand tu es descendue en 
piqué” (when you made a dive). It is to be noted also that some of these tales already exist in 
the European tradition. The Ear and Mosquito story, for example, is said to resemble La 
Fontaine’s tale of the Oak and the Reed (le chêne et le roseau) (Moriceau and Rouch 1983: 
76).
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Much has already been said about the non-traditional focus given to Une vie de boy as a 
result of which, traditional practices like story-telling in the context of the oral tradition is 
almost non-existent. What is worth mentioning here rather is the style adopted by Oyono, 
which enables him to avoid direct involvement in the narration. Allowing Toundi to narrate 
the entire story has been skilfully replicated in the English translation by Reed. Toundi’s use 
of the first person singular pronoun ‘je ’ and his interlocutors’ reference to him in the second 
person ‘tu’ (and ‘vous’ in the formal register) and translated as ‘I’ and ‘you’ respectively, 
without leaving room for a third person, enable Oyono to shift attention from himself as 
author.
In view of the important role that story telling plays in the development of plot and theme in 
Things Fall Apart, it is expected that the translation of each of the stories is done in such a 
way as to ensure the representation of this indigenous discourse. It is for this reason that some 
of the mistakes Ligny makes in the translation of these stories into French could lead to a 
distortion of the message in the ST. Translating “kite” as “vautour” (vulture), for example, is 
inaccurate in the West African context because of the great difference between a kite and a 
vulture. Moreover, the image of the vulture as it is known among West Africans connotes 
filth and worthlessness. The vulture is therefore not a bird that will be used to illustrate the 
type of philosophy in Uchendu’s story above.
6.6 Names, References and Modes of Address
Another important area for the analysis (following the framework discussed in Chapter Five) 
of Things Fall Apart and Une vie de boy and their translation into French and English 
respectively, is how names, references and modes of address in the two novels have been 
rendered from one European language into another. Since these names and terms are
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importations by African authors from indigenous languages into European languages, they 
have African identities which need to be maintained. In Things Fall Apart the leader of the 
egwugwu, the ancestral spirit, declares, “I am Evil Forest, I am Dry-meat-that-fills-the-mouth, 
I am Fire-that-bums-without faggots” (p. 66). Ligny’s translation reads: « Je suis Forêt 
Maudite, je suis Viande-Sèche-qui-emplit-la-bouche, je suis Feu-qui-brûle-sans-fagots » (p.
114). The translation has succeeded in preserving the formation of innovative compounds in 
the original to reflect the forms of the names as they are in the African language. Other 
‘praise names’ (those that confer some attributes on their bearers) in Things Fall Apart and 
their translation by Ligny are as follows (the italics are mine):
...he had brought honour to his village by throwing A m alinze the C at (p. 3)
... il avait apporté honneur et gloire à son village en terrassant Am alinze le C hat (p. 9).
Men and women, young and old, looked forward to the N ew  Yam F estival... (p. 26)
Hommes et femmes, jeunes et vieux, attendaient avec impatience la F ête de la  N ouvelle Ig n a m e... 
(p. 49)
Ail this ant-hill-activity  was going smoothly... (p. 80)
Toute cette activité  de fourm ilière  se déroulait sans accrocs... (p. 140)
But two years later when a son was bom he called him Nwofia -  ‘B egotten in the W ilderness', (p.
115)
Mais deux ans plus tard, quand un fils naquit, il l’appela Nwofïa -  « Conçu dans le désert ». (p. 
197)
The court messengers did not like to be celled  A shy-B uttocks... (p. 124)
Les messagers de la Court n’aimaient pas qu’on les appelle F esses-C en drées... (p. 212)
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In all the above examples Ligny keeps to the elaborate compound formations that Achebe 
uses in rendering the Ibo praise names into English. As a result he has been able to capture 
their meanings as they exist in their African context. Ligny uses the same technique in 
translating kinship names. For example, when Chielo the priestess of Agbala asks Ekwefi, 
Ezinma’s mother, “Where is my daughter, Ezinma?” (p. 71), the word “daughter” here in the 
African context implies the responsibility that the priestess has towards someone else’s 
daughter. For the same reason, Ligny translates it as “Où est ma fille Ezinma?” Also, in a 
thought-provoking discussion he has with Okonkwo (p. 124, emphasis mine), Obierika asks a 
rhetorical question: “How do, you think we can fight when our own brothers have turned 
against us?” For the reasons given above on kinship terms, the French translation reads: 
« Comment veux-tu que nous puissions nous battre quand nos propres frères se sont tournés 
contre nous? » (p. 213). The word “brothers” (as explained in Chapter Three and earlier in 
this chapter) is used here not to mean blood relationship but out of solidarity and this has 
been retained in the French translation.
As observed in the case of kinship terms, some inconsistencies have been noticed in the 
translation of other names in Une vie de boy. For example, the indigenous population has 
nicknamed the (police) superintendent “Gosier-d’Oiseau” (p. 37) and this has been translated 
as “Gullet” (p. 24). Oyono’s translation of the name into French has been done in a way that 
will reflect how the African population sees the man’s neck -  long and flexible like that of a 
tickbird (an oxpecker), a local bird that perches on cattle and feeds on ticks. A more 
appropriate translation of the name would, therefore, be “Gullet-of-Bird”. Reed has, however, 
been able to preserve the compound formation in the nickname given to the Commandant, 
“Zeuil-de-Panthère” (eye of panther) (p. 40). Its translation as “Panther-Eye” (p. 25) reflects 
the original joke (about the Commandant’s fearful look) in the French version. The sexually
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transmitted disease, gonorrhoea, is known in French as blennorrage. The Africans in Dangan 
call it “chaude-pisse” (p. 50) (hot or painful urine) for decency of language and to hide its 
true identity. This purpose is defeated by Reed’s decision to be direct, by translating it as 
“gonorrhoea” (p. 31), instead of calquing the informal name, i.e. as “hot-urine”, or “painful- 
urine” to reflect the symptom of the disease. Similarly, translating “Chimpanzé malin” (p. 
101) as “Evil Chimpanzee” (p. 65) does not reflect the French connotation of cunning just as 
“broyeur des Blancs” (p. 182) (meaning grinder or crusher of the Whites) as “Hammer of the 
Whites” (p. 120) leaves out the element of grinding. In general, therefore, Reed’s approach to 
the translation of these names and references does not fully reflect their intended meanings as 
expressed in the French, mirroring the original Njem connotative meanings.
6.7 Translating Words and Expressions with Cultural Connotations
Any translator working on an African novel like Things Fall Apart, as stated in Chapter Five, 
is expected to take into account the African author’s aim of trying to capture the 
sociolinguistic and socio-cultural realities of African life and setting. This implies that 
translating the novel into French will require the use of a variety of French which can 
replicate the indigenisation and decolonisation techniques used in the English original. The 
corresponding French variety is the “African French”, which falls under the category referred 
to as “the very pure” French of “numerous African writers or intellectuals” (Kwofie 1997: 
60), or “African Standard French” (Mbangwana 1990: 329). It is the type of French, a 
standard variety in its own right, which can replicate words and expressions used in Things 
Fall Apart that are specific to the West African environment. Given this background and the 
stated aim of this research to investigate the extent to which translated versions of 
postcolonial African novels represent the African experience, importance is being attached to 
some observations made in an article by Mbangwana (1990) on some “instances of 
miscommunication” in Ligny’s translation of Things Fall Apart into French. These
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observations could be considered as a credible expert opinion since the writer is a professor 
of linguistics, a native of neighbouring Cameroon, and a French/English bilingual. This 
bilingual and bicultural position coupled with the neighbourhood he shares with Achebe 
makes Mbangwana a literary critic who can “enter into the mind and heart of his author, 
relive his circumstances, re-feel what he felt, re-perceive what he perceived” (Ray 1976: 
268).
By contrast, Michel Ligny is in many ways ‘alien’ to the West African environment and is 
not expected to have the same knowledge of West African socio-cultural and linguistic 
realities as Achebe does, and this makes his task of translating Things Fall Apart rather 
challenging. In addition, the fact that Ligny does not appear to have carried out the necessary 
research to make up for this handicap does not help in ensuring a faithful representation of 
the African experience. As a result, he has not been able to provide the appropriate solutions 
to some socio-cultural problems he faced in his work. In fact, any casual approach to 
handling subject matter in its socio-linguistic context (Seleskovitch & Lederer 1984) is bound 
to lead to instances of misnomers. Thus a number of instances of miscommunication could be 
cited in Ligny’s translation, based on Mbangwana’s analysis. In the following passage, for 
example, translating the word ‘fear’ as ‘peur’ throughout does not help distinguish the two 
meanings suggested in the original (emphasis added):
But his whole life was dominated hy fear, thQ fear of failure and of weakness. It was deeper and 
more intimate than the fear of evil and capricious gods and of magic, the fear of the forest and the 
forces of nature, malevolent, red in tooth and claw. Okonkwo’s fear was greater than these, (p. 9)
Mais sa vie entière était dominée par la crainte, la crainte c’était quelque chose de plus profond et 
de plus intime que la crainte du mal et des dieux capricieux et de la magie, la crainte de la forêt et 
des forces de la nature, malveillants, aux dents et aux serres rougies. Ysi crainte d’Okonkwo était 
plus grande que celles-ci. (pp. 21-22)
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As can be observed from the passage, ‘fear’ as used by the author suggests two different 
meanings, one in the face of danger and so translated as ‘peur’ and the other one when it is 
reverential for God, for example, is translated as ‘crainte’. To make this distinction clearer, 
Mbangwana (1990: 326-27, emphasis his) proposes the following translation:
Mais sa vie entière était dominée par la peur, la peur de l’échec et de la faiblesse. C’était quelque 
chose de plus intime que la peur du mal et la crainte des dieux capricieux et de la magie, \z, peur 
de la forêt et des forces de la nature, malveillants, aux dents et aux serres rougies. La peur 
d’Okonkwo était plus grande que celle-ci.
Thus, as the passage shows the word ‘fear’ translated into French is either ‘peur’ or ‘crainte’ 
depending on the context. The inability to find the right contextual meaning for a word or 
expression could also be due to lack of knowledge of certain social and environmental 
conditions. For example, in the West African environment the word ‘bite’ is associated with 
both a dog and an insect, i.e. a mosquito. In French, however, the verbs ‘mordre’ and ‘piquer’ 
are used respectively in these contexts. It would sound awkward to say, for example, “un 
moustique m’a mordu” to mean “a mosquito has bitten me” or “un chien a piqué l’enfant” (a 
dog has bitten the child). This is why Mbangwana (1990: 328-29) judges as inappropriate 
Ligny’s translation of the expression “... a mosquito had bitten him as he slept” (p. 53) as “un 
moustique l’avait mordu pendant son sommeil” (p. 83). It would have been more fitting in 
this context to say “un moustique 1 ’avait piqué pendant son sommeil”.
It is also natural to expect that names of some food items mentioned in Achebe’s novel and
expressions associated with them are unique to the West African people and their
environment. Thus a translator who is not conversant with the indigenous environment is
bound to have some difficulties in translating appropriately the words and expressions used in
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this context into another language without some research. This explains why Ligny is unable 
to find the known French equivalent for the expression, “a big meal of pounded yam and. 
bitter-leaf-soup” (p.99). His translation, “un grand repas d’ignames écrasés et de soupe de 
légumes” (p. 170), is not appropriate in the Francophone West African context. Mbangwana 
argues here that the message being conveyed in the action performed on ‘yams’ in this 
context cannot be ‘écrasé’, suggesting ‘crushed’, because the ST concerns ‘pounded yams’. 
The practice in West Africa, in fact, is for yams to be pounded in a mortar and this is 
translated in French as ‘ignames pilés’.
Similarly it is recommended that ‘bitter-leaf soup’, a popular Nigerian dish, be translated as 
‘plat de légume amers’, as known among French-speaking Africans. The expression will 
therefore read: un grand repas d’ignames pilés et de plat de légumes amers. In the context of 
this analysis ‘leafs of coco yam’ (p. 38), translated as ‘des feuilles d’ignames’ (p. 69), is 
misleading because coco yam is different from yam, just as ‘apple’ is a different fruit from 
‘pineapple’. In the West African context, this should be ‘des feuilles de macabo/taro’. 
Furthermore, Ligny’s translation of ‘pepper’ (p. 32) as ‘poivre’ (p. 59) is misleading because 
in West Africa pepper is used in delicacies because of its irritating quality. Its known French 
equivalent is ‘piment’. In fact, Obiageli, Okonkwo’s daughter, is here cautioning that “people 
should not talk when eating or pepper may go the wrong way” (p. 32).
In the field of medicine, Ligny is unable to distinguish between vocabulary used in Western 
medical practice which he is familiar with and that of African indigenous medicine. In his 
analysis of the use of ‘medicine’, Mbangwana observes that the word has different meanings 
depending on the context, especially when viewed against a background of West African
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practice. He argues that its use suggests the ability to protect and keep someone in prosperity 
as follows: “The people of Umuike wanted their market to grow and swallow up the markets 
of their neighbours. So they made a powerful medicine” (p. 79). The expression, ‘a powerful 
medicine’ would, therefore, translate as ‘un puissant gris-gris’, as compared to Ligny’s ‘une 
puissante medicine’ (p. 139). Where the use of the word ‘medicine’ suggests doing harm to 
someone, Mbangwana recommends its translation as ‘medicine traditionnelle’, hence “men 
whose arms were strong in Ogwu or medicine” (p. 132) could be translated as “les hommes 
calés en ogwu où médecine traditionnelle”, to replace Lingy’s version: “des hommes dont le 
bras était puissant en Ogwu ou medicine” (p. 227). When used as a means of treatment, 
Mbangwana’s recommended translation for medicine is ‘médicament’. If would, therefore, be 
more appropriate to translate “the leaves and grasses and barks of trees that went into making 
the medicine for iba” (p. 53) as: “les feuilles et herbes et les écorses d’arbes qui entraient 
dans la composition du médicament contre iba”. However, Ligny’s translation is: “les feuilles 
et les herbes et les écorces d’arbres qui entraient dans la composition de la medicine de l’iba” 
(p. 94). The word ‘medicine-man’ (p. 54), according to Mbangwana, refers to a traditional 
healer and this is translated in the West African context as ‘guérisseur’ or ‘marabout’, rather 
than ‘homme-médicine’ (p. 96) as'in Ligny’s translation.
It is to be observed, as indeed Mbangwana indicates in his article, that Ligny shows great 
skill in the handling of Ibo proverbs and other culture-specific expressions in Things Fall 
Apart. Nonetheless, it emerges from the above analysis that Ligny does not display in-depth 
knowledge of West African culture and some customary practices, hence his inability to 
interpret them in his translation. It is also a practical demonstration of Obiechina’s (1975: 22) 
observation that many European writers write about an Africa in the European imagination, 
showing no real interest in reality and authenticity.
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John Reed, for his part, has also demonstrated a high level of professional skill in his 
translation of Une vie de boy. As a non-African he has shown in-depth knowledge of African 
culture and the linguistic system through his accurate interpretation of some of the indigenous 
terms used in the novel. However, he encountered a number of challenges owing to his 
inability to apply the appropriate linguistic features to reflect the message in the French text. 
As a result, some aspects of the African thought pattern and worldview expressed in Une vie 
de boy are lost in Reed’s translation, as can be seen from the following examples:
- C’est toi, Toundi, la cause de toute cette histoire! (p. 17) 
‘You, Toundi, are the cause o f this whole business’ (p. 10).
The French word ‘histoire’ in this context means ‘trouble’. The expression ‘provoquer des 
histoires’ is often used among French-speaking West African nationals and it means ‘to 
foment trouble’. Given this background, the use of the word ‘business’ is too general. It 
would be recommended to say ‘you’re the cause of all this trouble’ .
In the following example, the translation does not replicate the thought pattern:
-Toundi, ta gourmandise te conduira loin... (p. 23)
‘Toundi, what will your greediness bring you to ...? ’ (p. 14).
The French expression is a literal rendering of what is normally said in indigenous West 
African languages. Had Reed tried to replicate this he would have said ‘Toundi, your greed 
will take you far...’
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Reed appears to tone down the vulgar language in the following example:
-Quand tu as baisé, as-tu honte devant Dieu? (p. 25)
‘When you were kissing, weren’t you ashamed before God?’ (p. 15).
Reed tries to play down the vulgar language being used here because one would ask how one 
can be ashamed of merely kissing. To avoid this under-translation it would have been more 
appropriate to reproduce the vulgar language in order to allow the full meaning of what is 
being said to come out. Thus: When you fucked, weren’t you ashamed before God?
In the following example, the translation fails to replicate the idiomatic French expression:
-C’est le père Vandermayer qui a dit l’office des morts, (p. 31).
Father Vandermayer said the burial service, (p. 20).
There are no culture-specific words or expressions here, but it is not known why the 
translation did not render this text with the known English equivalence of ‘dire l’office’. Had 
this been done, the translation would have been: “Father Vandermayer conducted the burial 
service” or “Father Vandermayer officiated at the burial service”.
A similar problem arises in the following:
-Le commandant se dépêchait comme si les instituteurs étaient en danger de mort. (p. 48) 
The Commandant went as if the teachers were all in deadly danger, (p. 30)
236
The above is another text with no culture-specific terms. The focus of attention here is rather 
the speed at which the Commandant was walking, but this does not come out clearly in the 
translation. It would therefore be more appropriate to say, ‘The Commandant was in such a 
hurry that one would think the teachers were at the point of death’.
The hypocritical tone in the following example seems not to have been replicated in the 
translation:
- Les bonnes manières de Blancs, si c’est seulement pour entre eux, merdre alors! (p. 60)
‘What lovely riianners they’ve got, these whites... even if it’s only among themselves... ’ (p. 38).
The translation of this passage fails to bring out the point blank condemnation of the 
hypocritical way whites pretend as if they have good manners. Sophie’s sentiments would 
come out better in a translation like this: ‘Whites’ good manners, only if it’s just among 
themselves? Shit! ’
Although the translation problems discussed above do not completely distort the message in 
the ST, they do not help in preserving the African ‘flavour’ which Oyono created in the novel 
on purpose. This is again an instance of the translator not being able to “enter into the mind 
and heart of his author” (Ray in Mbangwana 1990) in order to ensure a faithful rendering of 
the West Afiican experience.
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6.8 In Conclusion
Analyses of the translation of Things Fall Apart and Une vie de hoy, largely based on the 
discussion of approaches to translation applicable to postcolonial African literature (Chapter 
Five), reveal further the challenges involved in translating this type of literature from one 
European language into another. A number of factors account for the difficulties translators 
face in dealing effectively with this undertaking. One of these is the fact that indigenous 
African discourse in European languages contains so much figurative language and culture- 
specific words and expressions. Also, apart from the hybrid nature of these texts (being a by­
product of the encounter between African and European languages and cultures), as has been 
observed during the analyses, additional difficulties are created by the sociolinguistic 
differences between the European languages themselves. It has also been observed that the 
non-African translators of these novels do not exhibit the required in-depth knowledge of 
words and expressions which are specific to the West African socio-cultural environment. 
Although they may be bilingual, the way they deal with the challenges involved in the 
translation of these texts exposes their lack of adequate bi-cultural experience to handle the 
culture-specific words and expressions in the source texts. Given their non-African 
background, it would have been appropriate for them to carry out some research to help them 
find solutions to some of the difficulties.
On the other hand, however, many of the observations made in the course of the analyses
show that they are able to replicate the translation strategies employed (in rendering ideas
conceived in Ibo and Njem into English and French respectively) by Achebe and Oyono in
the production of works which have been inspired by West African oral tradition. In view of
the observations made about the production of postcolonial West African literature and its
translation from English into French and vice versa, a number of recommendations can be put
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forward for improvement. It is first of all required of translators who, by their background, 
are not very familiar with the linguistic and cultural practices of the people in whose region 
the novel is set, to do some groundwork. This includes research on all the indigenous 
practices found in the novel to be translated. Also there is the need to devise a translation 
strategy which can replicate the innovative techniques employed by the postcolonial African 
authors to décolonisé the European languages in which the source texts have been written.
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Chapter 7
Conclusions
This research investigated the extent to which postcolonial literature in English and French 
represents the West African experience. It involved a review of events that occurred during 
the period before, during and after colonialism in Africa, including the struggle for political 
and economic liberation and the establishment by Africans of their cultural identity. A 
number of literary works by African writers emerged as those which address the challenges 
posed by issues arising out of colonialism and how this affected the people of Africa. Among 
them Chinua Achebe and Ferdinand Oyono have been identified as among authors whose 
works stand out as representative postcolonial African literature in English and French 
respectively. The dissertation also analysed the translation of the selected literature in order to 
establish how far literature produced in English and French represents the African experience 
by way of translation.
The introductory part of the thesis was devoted to how, following the political independence 
of West African countries in the middle of the twentieth century, some African scholars saw 
the need to produce literature that aimed at asserting the cultural emancipation of their 
continent and correcting some misconceptions and stereotyping of the people. Related to this 
is the debate on whether European languages are suitable enough for literature that seeks to 
represent Africans and their culture. It is a debate that was carried to another level by the fact 
that the literature was translated between European languages as well. Works that have 
contributed significantly towards this project included those by key postcolonial theorists like 
Gayatri Spivak, Paul Bandia, Kathryn Batchelor, Chinua Achebe and Ngugi wa Thiong’o.
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Also given prominence in the introductory part of the research is a review of literature on 
early publications in the area of postcolonial African literature, key African novels, criticisms 
of some literary works, and translation theory on postcolonial African literature. Included 
here as well is the .methodology which was developed from the analysis of the selected West 
African novels in English and French and their translation either way.
Analyses in Chapter Two demonstrate that in spite of the disruptive nature of colonialism, it 
introduced literacy among the people of West Africa and created the necessary climate for 
economic development. These developments equipped the people with the necessary tools 
that enabled scholars to represent their experience, using the genre of the novel in English 
and French. The ability to articulate their minority discourse in languages of power therefore 
provides the platform to correct certain misconceptions and stereotyping of Africans in early 
literary works produced by non-Africans. It is an undertaking fraught vdth controversies 
because of the difficulty of expressing indigenous ideas and imagination in European 
languages. However, the type of approach adopted by West African writers has enabled them 
to find a middle ground in the face of two difficult choices: to write in their indigenous 
languages which have no developed writing systems, or opt for European languages which 
are not traditionally suitable for the expression of African vegetation, culture, history and 
ideas. The decision by postcolonial West African writers to use for their artistic expression 
languages bequeathed to them through colonialism has some conditions attached to it. The 
most important of these conditions is to use the languages in such a way that they can bear 
the burden of their experience, while allowing the authors to reach an international audience.
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The determination of African scholars to turn the ills of colonialism into an advantage 
resulted in seizing the language of the oppressor and making it their own. This is in the form 
of decolonizing the language and creating “an/other code”, a “third code”, in which they 
inscribe their African identity. The African experience which has been passed on from 
generation to generation in the form of oral culture is transported or relocated onto a more 
central and powerful domain. What makes this process possible is what is referred to as 
“intercultural writing as translation” (Bandia 2008: 31) because postcolonial writing is often 
done in the context of “multilingualism or linguistic and cultural heterogeneity” (ibid.). The 
postcolonial writer, as a bilingual and bicultural being, is therefore able to give life to his or 
her indigenous subaltern culture on the world literary stage through the process of inter­
lingual translation. The success of this approach is seen in the way Chinua Achebe’s Things 
Fall Apart is widely acclaimed as a successful work of art by critics and reviewers. Jeyifo 
(1991) describes it as a contemporary classic which is the novel of choice among the 
powerful guardians of literary taste in the First World as well as the novel widely endorsed by 
most of the African cultural-literary intelligentsia. Achebe’s ability to portray the African 
worldview in a European language means that he has succeeded in bringing the African 
experience not only to literate Africans but to Europeans as well. Similarly, as seen in 
Chapter Four, Oyono, through Une vie de boy, exposes the negative aspects of colonialism. 
His novel, written in a variety of French which is close to the native one, targets a readership 
made up of Europeans who need to know more about the havoc caused by colonialism and an 
African educated elite who should learn from Toundi, the hero in the novel, that the world of 
the white man, which they often seek, is not the paradise they long for, nor is it a perfect 
answer to their dreams.
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The African experience as expressed by these writers has also been given a dramatic effect in 
the form of defamiliarization (Russian ostranenie, ‘making strange’ rather than ‘laying 
bare’). Toundi, the houseboy in Une vie de boy, for example, is presented as someone who 
undergoes suffering in the hands of his colonial masters -  he is kicked, over-worked, insulted 
and unpaid -  but he records them in his diary innocently, showing no bewilderment or 
resentment to the cruelty that he daily suffers. Having been taught to hate himself and his 
colour, he thinks it is normal for him to suffer such a fate. Equally difficult to comprehend is 
the immorality among the European administrators in Dagan, the humiliation and suffering 
inflicted on Toundi and his final death due to torture. In the end, however, Toundi’s fate 
provides the comic butt to Oyono’s story. Toundi’s"suffering, though tragic, is presented in a 
humorous manner. This subtle blending of humour and tragedy makes Africans find it 
difficult to identify themselves with Toundi and other African characters just as European 
readers cannot imagine themselves behaving like  the colonial administrators or even 
missionaries in Une vie de boy.
In the case of Things Fall Apart, the author has succeeded in creating an individual, 
Okonkwo, whose character is very strange yet familiar to readers. Achebe himself does not 
see Okonkwo as a normal human being, adding that “he is not even a typical Ibo” (Achebe 
1991: 22). Achebe’s explanation about Okonkwo’s character is that his strangeness as an 
individual does not suggest in any way that the average African is as strange as Okonkwo and 
for that matter different from people from other lands or races. He uses two incidents to 
illustrate this point. A young man who, having read Things Fall Apart in a course, went up to 
Achebe while he was visiting the University of Massachusetts: “He wore a very intense look, 
and all that he wanted to say was, ‘That Okonkwo is like my father.’ And he was a white kid” 
(Achebe 1991: 21). A few years later a similar incident took place. This time, however, the
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testimony came from a very distinguished African-American called James Baldwin. In his 
response to a question put to him at the African Literature Association Conference in 
Gainesville, Florida, in 1980, he said (quoted in Achebe 1991: 22):
When I read Things Fall Apart in Paris... [about] the Ibo tribe in Nigeria... a tribe I never saw; a 
system , to put it that way, or a society the mles of which were a mystery to me... I recognized 
everybody in it. That book was about my father... How he got over I don’t know but he did.
Of course, not every reader would identify himself or herself with any of the two incidents. In 
fact many would not. However, as Achebe observes, they are a demonstration of the fact that, 
in spite of serious cultural differences, “it is possible for readers in the West to identify, even 
remotely, with characters and situations in an African novel” (Achebe 1991: 22).
It is, of course, not easy for African writers to entirely overcome the difficulty of expressing 
their indigenous experience in a European language. Even some of the decolonising 
techniques employed, especially by Achebe, rather complicate the transmission of the 
authors’ message, making understanding difficult for non-African readers. Indigenous words 
like agadi-nwayi (p. 9), or old woman, and ndichie (p. 9), or the elders, are used because their 
translations or glosses do not give their exact meanings. It is therefore an indication of the 
fact that part of the message is lost in translation. This reality therefore lends credibility to the 
argument that the African message is not fully represented through the use of European 
languages and that African authors opt for that alternative for expediency. Also, in view of 
Africa’s linguistic reality, it is the most appropriate literary technique that enables its writers 
to assert their indigenous identity on a global literary stage.
Another issue that the research addressed is the extent to which the African experience is 
represented in English and French by way of translation between the two European
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languages. It is a question which arises in the background of the fact that the two translators 
are non-Africans. This therefore raises the related question of whether the translators are 
bicultural enough to deal with socio-cultural themes that pervade the two novels since, 
although they have been written in European languages, the culture whose language actually 
informs the novels is “an/other language" (Ashcroft et al 1989: 64). In spite of their socio­
cultural limitations, Michel Ligny and John Reed have demonstrated great professional skills 
in handling issues pertaining to West African culture in their translation of the two novels. As 
Mbangwana (1990) observes, Michel Ligny’s integrity in translating African proverbs in 
Things Fall Apart is exhibited in his translation of the title as Le Monde sFffondre. This 
translation whets the reader’s appetite to read the novel since he or she will be eager to know 
which world is disintegrating and how. For his part, John Reed has also employed his 
translation skills to replicate in English most of the French words and expressions used in a 
special way to suit the Cameroonian environment. His ability to devise equivalents for the 
“petit nègre’’ coined by Oyono in some of the conversations shows that he is a translator who 
can go into the mind of his author (Ray 1976: 268).
It is also to the credit of the two translators that whenever it becomes necessary, they are able 
to use their sense of creativity to make their target texts as meaningful as the source texts. 
Aftfcan proverbs with African thought patterns, for example, are difficult to express in 
European languages, but Ligny and Reed have been able to replicate into French and English 
what Achebe and Oyono had written in English and French respectively. An example of this 
sense of creativity is seen in Ligny’s translation of the proverb, “When the moon is shinning 
the cripple becomes hungry for a walk”. Here, although a literal translation is required, Ligny 
decides to depart a little from that approach by translating the second part of the proverb as, 
“Tenvie d’aller se promener démage les infirmes” instead of saying, “les infirmes ont faim
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pour la promenade”. It is a choice which makes the French version of the proverb sound as 
idiomatic as in the source language. Innovative use of language in this way to replicate the 
original postcolonial text is a way of ensuring that the French language, like the English, is 
able to conveniently accommodate African proverbs and other wise sayings.
What also emerges from this research, however, is that there are instances when Michel 
Ligny and John Reed, in various ways, have not been able to render into French and English 
respectively the African worldview expressed in the source texts. This problem is more 
serious in situations where words and expressions are translated in such a way that they do 
not convey their intended meanings in the African context. These challenges can be classified 
in broad terms as due to genuine problems, lack of research and deliberate manipulation on 
the part of the translators. The genuine problems that Ligny and Reed faced are attributable to 
their background as non-Africans. As Europeans who have not lived among indigenous 
Africans, it is not surprising that they genuinely lack the ability to have a feel for “a cultural 
other” (Venuti 1995: 306) for the African texts to be able to transfer them to their audience. 
This explains why, even though nothing appears to be wrong with the translation of some 
words and expressions, linguistic choices made do not help in conveying to the TT readership 
the African “flavour” in the ST. It is to be recalled here that expressions of this nature are 
literal translations (caiques) of indigenous ones. This is why, for example, an expression like 
“Toundi, ta gourmandise te conduira loin!” (p. 23) needs to be translated as “Toundi, your 
greediness will take you far!” to replicate the African thought pattern in the ST. Reed’s 
translation (Toundi, what will your greediness bring you to...? p. 14) may be in perfectly 
correct English, but it ignores the thought pattern which makes it Afncan.
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This particular problem of not rendering into another language the African worldview in the 
ST should be viewed against Henry’s (2003: 67) assertion that it is not enough for a 
translation to just produce linguistic correspondences. Translators who want to make an 
impact on their readers should rather aim at producing textual equivalences. This will help 
them to convey the meaning of the original text and not just lexical or syntactic units. Ligny 
and Reed are unable to do this because, as it appears, their linguistic competence enables 
them to comprehend the content of the texts they are dealing with but they are not able to 
appreciate their pragmatic value to produce texts that are of similar level of intelligibility as 
the source texts.
Some of the challenges the translators encountered could have been dealt with if they had 
carried out some research, especially since they are ‘alien’ to certain traditional norms and 
practices of West Africa. This is because the two translators are expected not only to be 
bilingual but also bicultural (Snell-Homby 1995: 42) enough to be able to interpret correctly 
some of the culture-specific words and expressions used in Things Fall Apart and Une vie de 
hoy. In other words it is required of them to be at home with Nigerian and Cameroonian 
cultures respectively. Ligny’s translation of “Mother Kite” and “Daughter Kite” (p. 98) as 
“Mère Vautour” and “Fille Vautour” (p. 169) instead of “Mère Milan” and “Fille Milan” 
respectively could be interpreted as mistranslation because there is a great difference between 
“vautour” and “milan”, especially in the West African context. As explained in the analysis 
of this animal story (Chapter Six), this mistranslation, to a large extent, takes some of the 
steam out of the picture being painted by Uchendu, Okonkwo’s uncle, through animal 
symbolism as known in the Ibo community. For his part, Reed’s translation of “mon frère” 
(p. 13) as “my friend” instead of “my brother” (p. 4) also produces the same negative effect 
because this rendering takes away the African fraternity or solidarity which is being
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portrayed in the ST. It should be understood here that Toundi, on meeting a fellow African at 
the point of death, calls him “brother” to draw a line between his fellow African and the 
colonial administrators he is running away from. This feeling is lost in Reed’s translation.
The issue of manipulation, often associated with inter-European language translation (see 
Hermans 1985), also appears to have influenced Ligny and Reed’s approach to the translation 
of the two African novels. As native speakers of these hegemonic languages (English and 
French), they failed in their translation to fulfil their obligation towards the source texts as 
recommended by theorists in circumstances of this nature (see Spivak 1993: 183). The result 
is that they use manipulative techniques to distort some of the words and expressions used by 
Achebe and Oyono to deprive target text readers of the intended message in the originals. For 
example, it emerged from discussions on the translation of language varieties in Things Fall 
Apart (Chapter Six) that in his translation of the District Commissioner’s speech to the elders 
of Umuofia, Ligny omitted the phrase, “the most powerful ruler in the world” fi*om the TT. 
Ligny, as a Frenchman, could possibly disagree with the claim that the Queen of Great 
Britain is the most powerful ruler in the world, but he is bound by the ethics of his profession 
to transmit the message in the original text as faithfully as possible. Moreover, as the analysis 
on Chapter Six shows, the author of the original text uses that particular claim ironically to 
demonstrate an aspect of the arrogance of British colonial administrators in Nigeria during 
the colonial days. Ligny’s omission therefore only plays down that irony, denying TT readers 
the import of Achebe’s message in the original.
The problem of mistranslation can also be explained in the context of translation being used 
as part of the technologies of domination (Stahuljak 2010: 256). As Europeans who are
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translating texts about minority cultures but in languages of domination, they do not see the 
need to investigate the appropriateness of some of the words and expressions they use. Their 
negligence thus directly or indirectly constitutes an attempt to undo the indigenization, 
foreignization and decolonization that the West African writers set out to do. Just as pioneer 
European and other non-African writers on Africa tried to distort the image of the continent 
through the misrepresentation of the people and their culture, these translations have in some 
ways tried, albeit inadvertently, to distort the original authors’ representation of the African 
experience. This approach to the translation of the texts could be interpreted as a reversal of 
the postcolonial authors’ endeavour to appropriate the metropolitan languages by depriving 
them of their imperialist function and adapting them to the functional needs of colonial 
subjects.
It is in view of all the above that this research proposed a reversal of the type of approach to 
postcolonial discourse on translation that seeks to distort the representation of African 
experience by postcolonial African writers. This, according to our proposal, can be done 
through a deployment of “analytical tools and theoretical concepts” (Stahuljak 2010: 256) to 
formulate a translation strategy so that the works of writers can be rendered from one 
European language into another as faithfully as possible. In their translation of Things Fall 
Apart and Une vie de boy, Ligny and Reed fail to take into account the fact that postcolonial 
texts by their nature require innovative translation strategies. Such strategies will have to take 
into account the fact that the two texts are “translated” texts, a blending of African traditional 
discourse and European language discourse. As a result their translation, although between 
two European languages, goes beyond mere replication of content or just substituting words 
and expressions of the languages involved. In particular, there is the need to make a 
conscious effort, in the course of translating these texts, not to undo the decolonizing work
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done by Achebe and Oyono, thereby recolonizing these texts given the imperialistic nature of 
the two European languages (French and English).
The above analysis has now helped to address more directly the second part of the research 
question on how the West African experience in Things Fall Apart and Une vie de boy is 
rendered by way of translation in French and English. To a large extent, the analysis suggests 
that Ligny and Reed have in their translation of the novels been able to represent indigenous 
experience in the two European languages. Proof of this is the wide circulation of the 
translated versions of the novels and the favourable criticisms they have attracted. At the 
same time, it has also emerged from the analysis that the translators did not do much to 
remedy some shortcomings they have as non-Africans dealing with hybrid African texts. It is 
an aspect that could be addressed to further improve on the translation of these texts.
The translation strategy which this study is recommending for texts of this nature is based on 
the analysis made in Chapter Five, hereby referred to as the “tripartite or three-tier approach” 
(Bandia 2008: 173-74). It is a strategy that is dictated by the fact that the translation of 
African literature between two European languages, unlike what normally happens in inter­
lingual translation, involves two levels of cross-cultural interpretation. In the first place the 
original text, as explained in this thesis, is inspired by oral culture. In other words the 
postcolonial African writer either “translates” his or her African experience literally into his 
European language of literary production or he or she is influenced by oral literature. As a 
result, the postcolonial text is culturally and linguistically multilayered, a product of 
hybridity. African writers, although susceptible to changes from outside, have to, like the 
Aboriginal writer, adopt a situation with “a face turned to the past and the other to the future
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while existing in a postmodern, multi cultural [society]” (Mudrooroo 1990: 24) in which they 
must fight for cultural space. It is a situation that exposes these writers to a mixture of 
cultures which they embrace not .as a sign of failure but as a linguistic reality. Hybridity, 
therefore, is “the creation of new transcultural forms within the contact zone produced by 
colonisation” (Ashcroft et al. 1995: 118). Hybridity within languages in a postcolonial 
African environment is characterised by evidence of “linguistic cross breeding” and the use 
of loan words from either the language of the coloniser or the colonised. The term hybridity 
is being used here as is often associated with Homi Bhabha, who stresses the interdependence 
of the coloniser and the colonised, arguing that all cultural systems and statements are 
constructed in what he calls the “Third Space of Enunciation” (Ashcroft et al. 1995: 183). In 
Bhabha’s view, in this space “we will find those words with which we can speak of 
Ourselves and Others. And by exploring this hybridity, this ‘Third Space’, we may elude the 
politics of polarity and emerge as the others of ourselves” (Bhabha 1995: 209). Given these 
characteristics of postcolonial African literature, translation between two European 
languages, the second stage of the process, has to follow a trajectory that begins with a 
decipherment of the indigenous oral culture which inspired the author and a thorough 
analysis of the Africanness in the text. This then prepares the ground for a representation of 
the postcolonial text in another colonial language.
To apply this recommendation to the selected texts, Ligny and Reed, as a first step, needed to 
journey with Achebe and Oyono respectively through the complexities of Nigerian and 
Cameroonian (i.e. West African) cultures which informed (Ashcroft et al. 1989) the writing 
of Things Fall Apart and Une vie de boy, in order to represent the African worldview in those 
novels. The second stage of the project requires that they part ways with the original 
postcolonial authors in order to recreate in the other colonial languages (French and English)
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the content of the source texts {Things Fall Apart and Une vie de hoy). Ligny, for example, 
would have been able to interpret appropriately in standard West African French what has 
been written by Achebe in the standard variety of West African English. The ultimate aim 
here is to produce a text which, like the original postcolonial West African one, can be seen 
as a blend of oral culture and postcolonial experience. This is the only way, in our view, to 
retell the specific colonial experience expressed in the original texts.
It emerges, therefore, that the contact between European and African languages and cultures 
has led to the creation of an African variety of European languages. In fact, this has become a 
feature of contemporary intercultural communication not only in Africa but also in other 
former colonies like India and the Philippines where different cultures and languages come 
into contact. The phenomenon has become so widespread that one can talk of “a hybrid 
world” (Snell-Homby 2001: 208) today. Thus creative writing in European languages by 
Africans, leading to the production of hybrid texts, enriches the European languages while at 
the same time preserving their value as medium of international exchange. Stahuljak’s 
assertion that “translation studies can contribute to a fundamental redefinition of ‘empire’ and 
of the ‘postcolonial’” (2010: 270), can apply here, not to conflict but to the formulation of 
postcolonial African translation theory. Since the creation of hybrid texts has become a 
feature of literature production by Anglophone and Francophone writers, such literatures will 
have to undergo some transformation with time. It is a fact, as Snell-Homby (2001) observes, 
that the increasing globalisation of communication processes has helped to overcome 
geographical barriers. Given that hybrid texts are a result of the contact between different 
cultures, usually those of the ex-coloniser and the ex-colonised, they can be reduced 
gradually through the process of interlingual translation. Sullivan (1991) also asserts that, 
African writers who use European languages are aware that these languages are already
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populated with the political, social, and literary intentions of their colonial teachers. 
However, they have compelled the languages to serve the writers’ new intentions -  producing 
African literature on terms dictated by African writers. In order that the languages are able to 
serve their new masters better, users of those languages, as bilingual beings, will need to 
create a language ‘in between’ to occupy the space ‘in between’.
The. lapses observed in the translation of Things Fall Apart and Une vie de boy by Ligny and 
Reed into French and English respectively are an indication of the fact that in spite of the 
linguistic competence of these translators their work can still be improved upon. Observing 
ethical considerations for translating works by postcolonial African writers means doing 
away with some Western taste in literature and making a conscious effort at decolonising the 
text. This therefore calls for a translation strategy that will respect the African authors’ 
subversive intentions signalled by their innovativeness. The ethics of difference that Venuti 
(1995) calls for in African-European language translating aims at safeguarding the linguistic 
and cultural specificity of Euro-Afidcan discourse. A translation practice which preserves the 
foreigness of the source text, the hybrid African text in this case, while finding a space for it 
in the receiving language culture, the European one, will ideally serve the purposes of 
postcolonial African translation theory. The creative function of translation in the production 
of African literature should be allowed to play its role in translations between European 
languages as well. Translators at this stage should use the creativity required to formulate 
translation strategies that will take into account the multiplicity of meanings usually attached 
to specific words in Afidcan languages. This will make up for the inadequacy of Western- 
oriented linguistic-based translation theories which are often difficult to apply to Afidcan 
texts. It is a way of enriching postcolonial translation discourse and contributing to translation 
theory in general.
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